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ABSTRACT 

The present study examined the issue of second language vocabulary learning from a 
sociocultural theoretical framework.  The purpose was to research vocabulary learning in 
situations in which adult ESL learners collaboratively construct word knowledge (form, 
meaning, and use) through discourse.  The participants in this study were seven adult ESL 
learners in an Intensive English Program.  Data were collected in an intermediate reading class 
throughout a five-week session.  The vocabulary discussed in class was academic in nature.   

The participants were videotaped in the classroom as they talked about unfamiliar words 
that they encountered in reading passages.   The learners also participated in follow-up activities 
(quizzes, reviews, and games) and were videotaped as the explained aspects of the target words.  
The researcher transcribed and coded the data in order to single out vocabulary-related episodes 
(VRE), series of turns in conversation in which the participants’ aim is to construct knowledge 
about one vocabulary item.  A total of 76 VREs were analyzed.  Through the use of 
Conversation Analysis (CA), the researcher to examined the VREs in order to identify both 
conversational features of peer-collaboration in vocabulary tasks as wells as cognitive features 
and their relevance to the development of word knowledge. 

Through the analysis, the researcher observed that expertise was shared among 
participants, determining the way in which the learners assisted each other.  The participants 
used both linguistic and non-linguistic forms of assistance in the conversations.  The learners 
activated cognitive strategies that helped them through the process.  The strategies identified by 
the researcher were “elaboration” strategies (Lawson and Hogben, 1996).   Of the three aspects 
of word knowledge (i.e. form, meaning, and use – Nation, 1990), the participants concentrated 
mostly on meaning. 

Further, the analysis of the data constituted a means to identify evidence of learning.  The 
learners spontaneously demonstrated that they had developed knowledge in 26 VREs.  However, 
an analysis of the follow-ups revealed that they learners demonstrated knowledge development 
when asked in the quizzes, reviews, and games.  Thus, the lack of evidence in all VREs does not 
imply that the learners did not gained knowledge through participation in vocabulary-related 
group activities. The analysis also served to identify features that facilitated and constrained 
understanding of word form, meaning, and use. The participants took advantage of the 
affordances (van Lier, 2000) generated by the task, using each other’s expertise, the tools 
available to them, and the instructor’s assistance to develop knowledge about the words. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Vocabulary learning has gained attention as a crucial issue in second language learning 
and teaching (See Nation, 1990; 2001; Schmitt and Schmitt, 1995; Schmitt, 2000; Wesche and 
Paribakht, 1999; Huckin and Coady, 1999).    Prior to the publications by the above mentioned 
researchers, vocabulary learning had been underrepresented in the second language/foreign 
language fields, earlier preoccupied with syntax and morphology.  Richards (2000) claims that 
“lexical knowledge is central to communicative competence and the acquisition of a second 
language.  Vocabulary and lexical units are at the core of learning and communication” (p. XI). 
Thus, he emphasizes the need to continue research in this area and make the findings a 
significant part of the knowledge base of language teachers in order to raise awareness to the 
complexity of vocabulary learning. 

Both Schmitt (2000) and Nation (2001) recognize the importance of putting the finding 
into practice and address the issue of teaching more directly.  Schmitt (2000) discusses research 
findings, especially those related to word knowledge and the implications for the language 
classroom.  Nation (2001) claims that vocabulary should be a component of all second language 
(L2) courses.  He explains that students should have plenty of opportunities to learn vocabulary 
through listening and reading and to use it in speaking and writing.  According to the author, a 
language course should involve direct teaching of vocabulary without compromising the 
development of fluency in all language skills.     

Reading in a second language is one area in which vocabulary is of great importance.  
Reading is considered an extremely important skill that L2 learners should develop in order to 
succeed in academic settings.  In recent studies, it has been determined that it is necessary to 
understand 95% of the input words in a text in order to ensure comprehension (Nation, 2001).  
This has two implications:  (1) knowledge of a great deal of vocabulary is needed to understand 
text and (2) vocabulary learning from reading cannot occur when there are many unknown 
words.  Thus, explicit instruction is necessary when the students are not familiar with a 
considerable number of words. 

Overall, all these claims seem to point in one direction:  more studies in this specific area 
are necessary to determine effective ways to address vocabulary in the L2 classroom and to help 
learners draw on resources that might help them develop word knowledge.  How is vocabulary 
acquired?  How should vocabulary be addressed in the classroom?  What are some effective 
ways in which students learn vocabulary? In the next section, issues in L2 vocabulary research 
will be addressed briefly and explored in more detail in Chapter 2. 
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L2 Vocabulary Learning 

 
 
L2 vocabulary research has been conducted from both psycholinguistic and interactionist 

perspectives.   A psycholinguistic approach to the study of L2 vocabulary helps us understand 
cognitive aspects of lexical acquisition, focusing on mental models (i.e. how words are organized 
in the mind in relation to other words and how they are processed).  An interactionist view helps 
us understand contextual issues such as how learners come to develop word knowledge by 
engaging in situations, conversations, tasks or activities that promote vocabulary learning.  In 
this section, L2 vocabulary studies conducted from both perspectives will be briefly reviewed, 
followed by an account of the theoretical perspective used in this study, and sociocultural theory, 
which attempts to connect cognitive and social elements. 
 

Psycholinguistic Perspective 

 
Many studies in L2 vocabulary learning have been conducted within a psycholinguistic 

framework.  One commonly accepted view is connectionism, which states that the mind is a 
“neural net” of interconnected nodes (Reeves, Hirsh-Pasek, and Golinkoff, 1998).  With respect 
to the lexicon, researchers who favor this view claim that words are stored in the mind with 
connections to features of other words, creating nodes through which they can be accessed 
(Reeves et al, 1998).  Thus, the mental lexicon can be understood as a store of form and meaning 
features of words that are interconnected.  These features are activated when we hear a word or 
need to express its meaning (Garman, 1990).   

Studies within this framework are characterized by a focus on how the L2 lexicon is 
organized in the mind, how it can be accessed, and how it is connected to the L1 lexicon 
(Singleton, 1999).  The object of study is knowledge that learners have already acquired and 
ways in which they retrieve it.  Many researchers (e.g. De Groot, 1992; DeGroot, Dannenburg 
and Van Hell, 1994; DeGroot and Nas, 1991; Dufour and Kroll, 1995; Federmeier and Bates, 
1997; Heredia, 1996; Hernandez, Bates, and Avila, 1996) have conducted studies with bilingual 
subjects. The method of study involves the use of word association and word recognition tests in 
which subjects are presented with prompt words (L1 and L2) and asked either to say the first 
word that comes to mind or to identify a word related to it from a list of options. Responses are 
often analyzed in terms of the nature of the association: syntactic, semantic or phonological.   
This psycholinguistic view has influenced second language acquisition (SLA) researchers who 
have taken a cognitive perspective, focusing the findings on applications and implications for L2 
learning and teaching.  

One of the contributions of research in this strand that informs this study is the word 
knowledge framework designed by Nation (1990).  Nation (1990, 2001) discusses the 
dimensions of word knowledge.  He explains that there are many things to know about a word 
and many degrees of knowledge.  There are aspects of form, meaning, and use that learners 
should become familiar with.  More specifically, Nation (1990) distinguishes eight dimensions:  
(1) the spoken form, (2) the written form, (3) the grammatical behavior, (4) the collocational 
behavior, (5) the frequency, (6) the stylistic register constraints, (7) the conceptual meaning, and 
(8) the associations the word has with other words.  Nation’s framework is important from the 
point of view of learning and teaching; difficulty of learning depends on features such as spelling 
and pronunciation.  Nation (2001) refers to this as the learning burden principle.  It follows that a 
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single encounter with a word is not enough to know the word.  Thus, vocabulary learning should 
be viewed as a process of building knowledge about words.  The utilization of this framework in 
the proposed study will be described in the following chapters. 

Some SLA studies within the cognitive framework have focused on the process of 
vocabulary learning (input, storage and retrieval) with an aim towards developing applications 
for teaching and creating activities and materials that promote vocabulary building (e.g. Groot, 
2000; Hatch and Brown, 1995; Nation, 1995). Other studies (e.g. Lawson and Hogben, 1996; 
Sanaoui, 1995, 1996) pertaining to the strategies used by learners to learn the L2 lexicon 
concentrate on the actions learners take independently to learn vocabulary, such as using the 
dictionary and keeping a vocabulary notebook.  Other researchers investigated the word features 
(i.e. form, meaning, use) that are easier to learn (e.g. Laufer, 1990, 1991; Laufer and Paribakht, 
1998) and how word knowledge develops over time (e.g. Schmitt and Meara, 1997; Schmitt, 
1998).  The most important claim in this respect is that vocabulary learning is incremental and 
opportunities should be provided for students to encounter, store, and use new words in order to 
increase the possibility that they actually learn the words.   
 

Interactionist Perspective 

 
In the studies described above, the issue of L2 vocabulary learning is studied with 

individual learners, examining the knowledge they have already acquired, the cognitive 
processes involved in retrieval of words (models of mind), and the strategies they use, based on 
the vocabulary records they keep.  These studies have provided a basis for understanding a 
number of relevant issues in L2 vocabulary learning.  However, they are limited to the cognitive 
aspects of vocabulary learning.   

A few studies have examined the conditions under which vocabulary learning takes 
place, taking an interactionist view.  This perspective proposes that the modified input that the 
learners are exposed to is the key element for language acquisition (Lightbown and Spada, 
1993).  This approach shifts emphasis towards observable factors, such as input (including 
conversation) and its features. Researchers analyze the structure of input.   An area of interest is 
the structuring and restructuring of conversation, trying to identify its characteristics, such as 
repair, comprehension checks, and clarification requests.  Many studies have examined native 
speaker (NS) and non-native speaker (NNS) interaction as well as NNS-NNS interaction.   

Some interactionist studies are specific to vocabulary learning.  Ellis, Tanaka, and 
Yamazaki (1994) and Ellis and He (1999), for example, have studied the role of input and output 
in the comprehension and recall of word meaning.  These studies often take an experimental 
approach, with control and treatment groups that allow for comparison of the participants’ 
performance in the different groups.  One group of students participates in tasks in which they 
are exposed to pre-modified input and the other group of learners is asked to negotiate word 
meaning with the instructor or other participants.  Then, all the participants take a vocabulary test 
to determine their ability to recall the words.  The performance of the groups is then compared to 
determine the most effective form of input in the teaching and learning of word meaning.  
Effectiveness of type of input type is measured by the subjects’ performance on the test.  

As Markee (2000) points out, their contribution cannot be denied: these studies seem to 
show that interaction is relevant for acquisition of L2 vocabulary in that it allows learners to 
discuss word meaning.  However, these studies are not conducted in natural settings and focus on 
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word meaning, disregarding form and usage features of word knowledge.  Moreover, the 
connection between input and acquisition is not clearly traceable.      

Ohta (2001) argues for an approach to SLA research based on a developmental 
perspective, in which social interaction and cognition are not considered two separate categories. 
She argues that: “If considered developmentally…the dialogic origins of cognition are evident 
because cognition itself is formed through social interaction” (Ohta, 2001, p. 21).  Thus, one way 
to study the language acquisition phenomenon is considering SLA processes as they occur in real 
life settings. Ohta regards this as a challenge, but advanced efforts to deal with the complex 
issues of language acquisition in the classroom, exploring issues such as private speech and peer-
collaboration.   In the present study, the researcher will focus on peer-interaction in the 
classroom, specifically dialogic activity aimed at the development of vocabulary knowledge, 
within a sociocultural perspective.   

An area that has received less attention is vocabulary learning that occurs in a social 
context and in the classroom, in which learners are in contact with native speakers, instructors 
and other learners and how context can benefit learners’ development of word meaning.  Markee 
(2000) reports on the findings of the study of an adult ESL classroom.  Markee made use of 
conversation analysis (CA) as a method to examine instances in which students working together 
in groups constructed definitions of lexical items.  This study constitutes an important 
contribution to the field because it examines how word learning occurs in the classroom.  In his 
discussion, Markee points out that through the discourse one is able to observe that the learner in 
his study draws on her knowledge of the world and the assistance from her peers to get a better 
understanding of the meaning of the word ‘coral’.  Another important issue is that the definition 
that the learner builds at the end of the task is the result of a group effort.  Markee suggests that 
more studies of this nature are necessary to increase understanding of both second language 
acquisition and the issue of vocabulary learning. 

Qi (2001) conducted a study on word meaning from a sociocultural perspective on the 
acquisition of word knowledge.  In this view, word meaning is closely related to cultural aspects, 
thus, effective vocabulary instruction becomes a challenge for second language teaching.  The 
author proposed that learning of culturally loaded words might be achieved through engaging in 
conversation with others, which Qi calls collaborative inquiry. In his study, ESL learners were 
paired with native speakers (NS) of English and given the opportunity to talk about culturally 
loaded words (e.g. ‘cohabitation’, ‘conservative’, ‘privacy’).  Through the interaction, they were 
able to share definitions and ideas based on their prior knowledge.  The experience of discussing 
words with a native speaker was positive in that the learners were able to understand cultural 
aspects of the words.   The researcher was able to determine that based on the results of a follow-
up test that the non-native speakers (NNS) took six weeks later.  The learners were asked to 
provide a sentence using each of the words they had discussed.  In most cases, the meaning of 
the word in the target language was acquired and the learners used the examples that their native-
speaker partners had used.  However, there were some problems with usage.   

These two studies could be understood better in the light of sociocultural theory (SCT).  
This theory of development establishes that knowledge is built as a result of learner interaction 
with the objects and people in their environment.  It is interaction that often triggers the use of 
cognitive strategies.  This theory establishes a connection between the outside world and the 
individual’s inner mental processes, attempting to account for how the social interaction leads to 
internalization and learning.  In both the study by Markee and the study conducted by Qi, 
students were given the opportunity to receive assistance in understanding word meaning by 
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working together with others to create definitions and understand and/or learn the meaning and 
features of unfamiliar words.   
 

Sociocultural Theory 

 
Sociocultural theory was proposed by Lev Vygotsky in the 1920s.  A central claim of the 

theory is that learning occurs by engaging and participating in socially significant activities.  
Vygotsky (1979) focused on child development and explained that every function that the child 
develops appears “outside” first (i.e. socially) and then internally.  Children acquiring their first 
language, for example, learn through interaction with adults, other children, and the objects in 
their environment. 

In their introduction to a collection of studies on the applications of sociocultural theory 
to SLA, Lantolf and Appel (1994) explain that the theory focuses on the notion that human 
beings develop as they interact with each other and with the objects in their environment.  The 
role of the participants is very important.  In a more general way, the theory poses that the 
development of competence is guided by more experienced participants who are involved in the 
activity (Hall, 1997).  Vygtosky (1979) claims that “an essential feature of learning is that it 
creates the zone of proximal development; that is, learning awakens a variety of developmental 
processes that are able to operate only when the child is interacting with people in his 
environment and in cooperation with his peers” (p.90). The child (novice) is guided by an 
experienced person through the zone of proximal development (ZPD)– the distance between the 
actual developmental level of the individual and the potential developmental level (Lantolf and 
Appel, 1994).  Second language acquisition researchers have observed this phenomenon in L2 
learning contexts (i.e. how learners develop with assistance from an instructor, a native speaker 
or a more experienced learner). Some L2 researchers, however, have observed that in some cases 
assistance is provided in groups in which no participant shows greater expertise or expertise is 
not apparent.  Ohta (2001) explains that  “assistance is often mutual, with peers helping each 
other, rather than expert helping novice” (p. 76).   

Many SLA researchers have studied L2 learning in social contexts and discussed the 
advantages of assistance, collaboration, and cooperation.  Several constructs have been 
developed to help understand such dynamics and will be explained in depth in Chapter 2.  In 
explaining the implications of sociocultural theory for the field of second language acquisition, 
Hall (1997) emphasizes that, with this perspective in mind, second language acquisition is a 
process that “originates in our socially constituted communicative practices”(p.303).  In using 
the language, the learner comes to understand it.  There is a strong link between what learners 
learn and the opportunities they have to communicate.  Thus, the study of second language 
development should focus on the contexts in which learning takes place. “What becomes 
important is the discursive routinization of our communicative practices and the means by which 
we realize them” (Hall, 1997, p. 303).  Unlike studies that focus exclusively on either cognitive 
processing or context, this study addresses both.  The researcher will investigate processing of 
word features and development of word knowledge (cognitive aspects) in the communicative 
practices of adult ESL learners participating in group vocabulary-related tasks to find evidence 
of learning (social aspects).   
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Purpose and Research Questions 

 
 
This study examined the issue of second language vocabulary learning from a 

sociocultural theoretical framework.  The purpose was to research vocabulary learning in 
situations in which adult ESL learners collaboratively constructed word knowledge through 
discourse with an aim toward identifying evidence of word knowledge development as well as 
facilitative aspects of their interaction.  Adult ESL learners were videotaped in the classroom as 
they talked about words.  Conversation Analysis (CA), as adapted by Markee (2000) to SLA 
studies, was used as a tool to analyze the data.  CA allowed the researcher to understand the 
sequence of events in the interaction among learners and their relevance to the development of 
word knowledge.  The researcher identified ways in which students participating in group 
activities assist each other in developing word knowledge.  Further, this analysis constituted a 
means to identify the conversational features that help them understand word meaning in context 
and develop word knowledge.  The research questions were formulated as follows:  

1. How does a group of intermediate ESL learners assist each other in vocabulary-related 
group activities? 

2. What evidence of word knowledge development is present  
a. in the vocabulary-related episodes (VREs)? 
b. in the follow-up activities?  

3. What aspects of the interaction in vocabulary related group activities  
a. facilitate word knowledge construction and development? 
b. constrain word knowledge construction and development? 

The first question addresses interaction features, focusing on the process of collective 
construction of word knowledge and its characteristics by examining the ways in which learners 
assist each other in conversation as well as the resources (verbal and non-verbal) they draw on to 
construct word knowledge.   The second question deals specifically with evidence of cognitive 
development of knowledge about the words in both the activities and the follow-up activities.   
The third question concerns the impact of interaction in the construction of word knowledge and 
the opportunities the learners create for each other to benefit from their participation in the group 
activity.  It is aimed at identifying the characteristics of the interaction in vocabulary related 
group activities that seem to ease and cause difficulties in the development of word knowledge.   

 
 

Methodology 

 
 

The participants in this study were seven adult ESL learners in an Intensive English 
Program from different linguistic and cultural backgrounds.  The students were tested at the 
beginning of each session in order to place them in groups according to their proficiency levels.  
An intermediate to high intermediate reading class was selected to participate in this study 
because of the subjects’ ability to participate in conversations and communicate ideas.  The class 
met for one hour a day, four days a week.  Data were collected throughout a five-week term.  
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The curriculum included both intensive and extensive reading activities.1  Therefore, not all class 
sessions provided opportunities for the learners to concentrate on vocabulary.  Only 9 class 
sessions were videotaped for the purpose of the study. In order to address the research questions, 
the researcher recorded intensive reading sessions to focus on activities specifically designed for 
learners to build on their knowledge of vocabulary.  Intensive reading activities were usually 
from a textbook, which mainly included expository and academic texts.  The vocabulary that the 
learners will be discussing will be academic in nature.  Discussions depended on the participants’ 
familiarity with the words, which will vary in relation to issues such as first language, field of 
study, and L2 proficiency.  Post hoc vocabulary assessments (through quizzes and games) were 
designed based on the items that learners were not familiar with. 

The selected one-hour class sessions were videotaped in order to capture all verbal and 
non-verbal behavior. In the transcripts, the researcher provided a full description of the class.  
However, she transcribed and analyzed specifically group activities that promote collaborative 
construction of word knowledge.  Other class events or activities were transcribed if they 
provided relevant information to address the research questions.  By coding the transcripts, the 
researcher was able to single out vocabulary-related episodes (VREs) in order to identify both 
conversational features of peer-collaboration in vocabulary tasks as wells as cognitive features of 
word knowledge. The researcher analyzed the data to examine the connections between 
collaboration and development of word knowledge as well as the elements of the conversation 
that help students develop understanding of word meaning and becoming familiar with aspects of 
word form and use.  Even though the researcher acknowledged the existence of categories to 
describe learner interaction, she worked with categories specific to vocabulary learning that 
emerged from the analysis of the data.  Conversation Analysis (CA) was used as a tool to analyze 
the data.  

The basic assumption of CA is that close examination of social actions allows researchers 
to discover and analyze the meaning and organization of those actions (Psathas, 1995). Although 
CA originated outside the field of education, it has become a commonly used research tool in 
many fields, including second language acquisition (SLA).  Markee (2000) is one of the 
researchers who has used CA in SLA studies, especially in one on collaborative construction of 
the meaning of a word (only one aspect of word knowledge).  Markee defines CA as a form of 
analysis of conversational data (ACD) that explains “the sequential structure of talk-in-
interaction” in terms of the participants’ preferences in conversational behavior and its relevance 
to the activities in which participants are involved.  CA is different from other forms of ACD in 
that “it avoids developing its arguments on the basis of any a priori theory” (Markee, 2000, 
p.27).  That is to say, some of the categories identified in the transcript emerged from the 
analysis.  

The above description of this study indicates that the researcher used qualitative methods 
of data collection and data analysis and relied on an interpretive process.  The implications of the 
use of this perspective, the specific procedures, and quality issues will be discussed in Chapter 3.   
 

 
 

                                                 
1 Intensive reading activities entail text-analysis to look for specific information and details. Extensive reading, on 
the contrary, focuses on exposure to the language, on main ideas rather than single words or structures.  



 

 8

 

Significance of the Study 

 
 
The most important contribution of this study lies in the fact that the researcher took a 

sociocultural approach to the study of word knowledge development in an attempt to link social 
and cognitive factors in word knowledge development.  L2 vocabulary issues have been studied 
mainly from a psycholinguistic perspective by testing individual learners and measuring learning 
on the basis of their performance on word recognition and association test.  Those studies have 
made important contributions to our field and inform this study, specifically with respect to word 
knowledge as an incremental process of acquiring knowledge of the form, meaning, and use.  
However, this study offers an alternative way to examine word knowledge by studying its 
development in conversations among intermediate ESL learners.  This study constitutes a way to 
identify aspects of group work that contribute to gains in vocabulary knowledge, a crucial goal of 
L2 learning.   This could contribute to the development of activities that promote vocabulary 
learning in the L2 classroom.  

The researcher will examine the ways in which adult ESL learners talk about words as 
well as the aspects of word knowledge they address in their conversations.  The purpose of the 
study was to provide a descriptive account of word knowledge development within a theoretical 
framework that posits a connection between discourse elements and learning and development  
(Hall, 1997).  By discussing words with their peers in small groups, language learners activate 
higher mental processes that, according to the theory, lead to internalization (i.e. learning and 
development) (Vygotsky, 1978).  Thus, the researcher identified evidence of word knowledge 
development in the activities in which the learners discussed words.   The purpose of the study 
was not to compare group work to other forms of vocabulary learning.  The researcher did not 
intend to claim superiority of any particular method.   

As the researcher has established throughout this chapter, this study focused not only on 
learning outcomes (product), but also on the learning process.  Moreover, the researcher did so 
by examining learners in the natural context: the ESL classroom, rather than in experimental 
situations.  SLA researchers, especially from the sociocultural theoretical framework, have 
advanced efforts to demonstrate that L2 language learning is highly dependent on the context in 
which it occurs and the people and objects that are present in that environment.    L2 vocabulary 
learning has recently received attention, but few researchers have conducted studies that 
recognize the potential learning opportunities that are created in the classroom, through 
conversation with instructors and other learners, an area, which according to Markee (2000), 
SLA research has ignored. This study is also significant from theoretical, methodological, and 
practical viewpoints.    

From a theoretical perspective, this study allowed us to explore vocabulary learning by 
focusing on instances in which students collaboratively construct knowledge about words.  The 
study takes a sociocultural approach, rather than a cognitive perspective. Furthermore, it can 
contribute to the development of SCT in second language studies, especially because it attempts 
to link learning outcomes to learning process longitudinally (throughout a seven-week session), 
rather than having students perform a task once.  This is very important because, as Lantolf 
(2002) points out, mainstream SLA researchers often express concern with the fact that SCT 
studies are not longitudinal.   Thus, it can serve to broaden the scope of application of this theory 
to SLA studies to the specific area of lexicon.   
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Moreover, the researcher employed CA as the method to examine discourse, more 
specifically collaborative construction of word knowledge.  Markee (2000) believes that CA has 
the potential of increasing our understanding of second language learning and suggested that 
more studies that employ this methodology need to be conducted in order to determine its 
appropriateness.   From a practical point of view, it is important to identify the elements of 
interaction that help students learn about unfamiliar words.  This information could have direct 
applications to second language teaching.  Knowing how students learn new words might help 
teachers consider classroom activities that increase the amount of opportunities for students to 
build word knowledge.  Furthermore, the transcripts included detailed accounts of the gestures 
used by the participants when talking about the words.  Thus, it is a contribution to expand the 
use and applications of CA in second language studies.    

 
   

Assumptions and Limitations 

 
 

• This study was conducted with a small group of young adult ESL learners.  It was meant to 
provide a descriptive account of the role of peer-assistance in the development of word 
knowledge in the ESL classroom as well as interpretations on facilitative aspects of the 
interaction among learners.  It was conducted within an interpretive framework. Therefore, it 
is not meant for generalization like, unlike positivistic studies.   

• The study was aimed at understanding the role of verbal interaction in vocabulary 
development.  It focused on peer assistance to develop knowledge about vocabulary and 
focuses on group work.  It did not focus on teaching, but it may contribute to expansion of 
views concerning the teaching of vocabulary in the second language classroom.   

• Because it was conducted in a reading classroom, this study is limited to the vocabulary that 
appeared in the texts that students were exposed to through the textbook, mostly academic 
vocabulary.  No specific words were pre-selected for this study.  

• Vocabulary acquisition is incremental. Therefore, each student brought a different 
contribution because they were familiar with different word features.  The researcher cannot 
account for word knowledge developed prior to the study or additional knowledge developed 
outside the classroom in which the study was conducted.  This assumption limited the value 
of conducting a pretest.   

 
 

Definitions and Terminology 

 

 

Word Knowledge:  Nation (1990) discusses the dimensions of word knowledge.  He explains 
that there are many things to know about a word and many degrees of knowledge.  There are 
aspects of form, meaning, and use that learners should become familiar with: spoken and written 
form, concepts, associations, grammatical functions, collocations, and constraints on use. 
According to the author, word knowledge includes knowledge of the following dimensions: (1) 
the spoken form, (2) the written form, (3) the grammatical behavior, (4) the collocational 
behavior, (5) the frequency, (6) the stylistic register constraints, (7) the conceptual meaning, and 
(8) the associations the word has with other words.  
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Collaborative construction of word knowledge:  the development of knowledge about words 
in any of the dimensions mentioned above (which relate to form, meaning, and use) as a result of 
conversation with others. Word knowledge develops through discourse.    
CA: Conversation Analysis 
EFL: English as a foreign language.  It refers to settings in which English is taught in countries 
where English is not the first language.  
ESL: English as a Second Language.  It refers to setting in which English is taught in counties in 
which English is the first language. 
L1:  First language 
L2: Second language 
SCT: Sociocultural theory.   
SLA: Second Language acquisition 
VRE: vocabulary-related episodes.  A series of turns in conversation in which the participants’ 
aim is to construct knowledge about one vocabulary item. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
 
 
 

Introduction 

 
 
Two major topics are of particular interest to this research study.  The researcher is 

interested in both cognitive and social aspects of vocabulary learning in the classroom as well as 
the link between the two.  In order to properly address the research questions, both the 
mechanisms involved in group activities in the language classroom and the development of word 
knowledge in a second language must be examined.  Several studies from a variety of 
perspectives inform these two main areas: sociocultural research in L2 settings, psycholinguistic 
research on lexicon, word knowledge framework, and a variety of studies of L2 vocabulary 
learning and teaching.   

Sociocultural theory provided the theoretical framework that guided this study given that 
it focused not only on the individual learners’ cognitive achievements, but also on the influence 
of the people and objects in their development.  In this chapter, several of most important 
concepts in sociocultural theory will be discussed in order to facilitate understanding of the main 
claims of the theory from the perspectives of its proponents as well as researchers in the fields of 
cognitive development and education.  In addition, I will discuss how the theory has been 
applied to SLA research, highlighting the concepts of particular importance to the study of peer 
interaction.    

The second section of this chapter deals with research studies related to L2 vocabulary 
acquisition.  First of all, I will review the contributions of psycholinguistic studies about lexical 
processing to our understanding of how words are stored in and retrieved from the mind.  I will 
also consider the different aspects of word knowledge and reflect on implications for second 
language learning and teaching.  Finally, I will review current trends in the study of L2 
vocabulary as they relate to the present study. 
 
 

Sociocultural Theory 

 
 
Sociocultural theory (SCT) is a theory of human development derived from the work and 

writings of Lev Vygotsky (e.g. 1962, 1978) and his colleagues.  A central claim of the theory is 
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that learning occurs by engaging and participating in socially significant activities.  Thus, outside 
events activate cognitive processes that promote learning.  As a result, learning is viewed as a 
process that starts outside and develops inside the individual.    
 Within this theory, social interaction is what triggers cognitive functions that result in 
learning.  As Lantolf and Appel (1994) explain, the theory focuses on the notion that human 
beings develop as they interact with each other and with the objects in their environment.  In 
other words, mental functions are “intertwined with socioculturally determined factors” (Lantolf 
and Appel, 1994, p. 5).  This theory establishes a connection between the outside world and the 
individual’s inner mental processes.  Referring to child development, Vygotsky (1978) explains: 

 
Every function in the child’s cultural development appears twice:  first, on the social 
level, and later, on the individual level; first, between people (interpsychological), and 
then inside the child (intrapsychological).  This applies equally to voluntary attention, to 
logical memory, and to the formation of concepts.  All the higher functions originate as 
actual relations between humans (p. 56).  
 
Development is seen as the result of mediation, one of the most relevant concepts in 

Vygotsky’s theory. Mediation is the mechanism through which humans interact to carry out daily 
activities.  Mediation is facilitated by the use of tools (objects or resources, such as language).  
Tools are seen as mediators between the individual and the activity or action.  It is the way in 
which individuals use tools to complete an activity or achieve a goal that becomes important 
within this framework.  Another source of influence is the guidance provided by those who 
surround the individual; people often learn how to use tools from the people around them.  
Language is one of the most important tools and will be discussed later in this section, especially 
with respect to L2 learners.   Given these external elements, the learner is able to develop and 
move on to a higher level of knowledge through internalization (Vygotsky, 1978). 
 Internalization reveals that functions originated externally (initiated by other individuals) 
as part of an activity gradually become internal as the individual masters them.  
“Development…proceeds here not in a circle, but in a spiral passing through the same point at 
each new revolution while advancing to a higher level” (Vygotsky, 1978, 56).  Interaction 
provides the basis for internalization,  “the internal reconstruction of an external operation.” 
According to Vygostky (1978), internalization consists of transformations.  The learner 
reconstructs operations, which begin to occur internally. Thus, originally interpersonal processes 
become intrapersonal as the individual develops.   
 Vygotsky (1978) distinguishes two levels of development: the level of actual 

development and the level of potential development.   The former refers to already established 
mental functions, which are the product of completed developmental cycles.  The level of 
potential development refers to functions that the individual is not able to perform independently.   
This distinction serves as the basis for one of the most relevant constructs in Vygotsky’s theory, 
the zone of proximal development (ZPD), which he defines as “the distance between the actual 
developmental level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential 
development as determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration 
with more capable peers” (1978, p. 86).  
 The notion of ZPD establishes the social nature of learning and has important 
implications for education.  Vygotsky and his colleagues proposed that the learning should be 
oriented forward, towards a stage in advance of what the individual is able to do, in order to 
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enable learners to move on.  Learning should create the ZPD and stimulate “a variety of internal 
developmental processes that are able to operate only when the child is interacting with people in 
his environment and in cooperation with his peers.  Once these processes are internalized, they 
become part of the child’s independent developmental achievement” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 90).   

The capabilities of participants create a distinction between novice and expert. An 
experienced person can model behaviors and provide guidance or assistance to the learner in an 
activity.  By doing so, the “expert” is activating the ZPD to teach something that the “novice” 
cannot do by him/herself.  Eventually, the novice will then be able to perform without assistance, 
through internalization.  That is to say, by receiving assistance, the individual starts developing 
abilities that will gradually be internalized so that he/she can perform the same activity in the 
future in the absence of guidance.  Children learn to perform activities guided by adults (other-
regulation) and as they are able to take more responsibility for completing an action, they 
become more independent.  This is denominated self-regulation. Vygotsky (1978) draws an 
example from language learning: “Language arises initially as a means of communication 
between the child and the people in his environment.  Only subsequently, upon conversion to 
internal speech, does it come to organize the child’s thought, that is, become an internal mental 
function” (p. 89).   

Several SLA researchers have adopted and adapted the premises of ZPD in their studies.  
However, Lantolf (2000) explains that this important concept has been proposed in different 
ways by different researchers. Lantolf (2000) defines ZPD as  “the site where social forms of 
mediation develop” (p. 17).  He considers that there is an essential feature in second language 
learning:   

 
It seems clear that people working jointly are able to co-construct contexts in which 
expertise emerges as a feature of the group (…) The ZPD is, then, more appropriately 
conceived as the collaborative construction of opportunities (…) for individuals to 
develop their mental abilities (Lantolf, 2000, p. 17).   
 
L2 learners working in groups become aware of features of the target language and its 

use, increasing their ability to use the language to process information and communicate ideas.  
As Ohta (2001) explains:  “Through the enabling process that occurs in the ZPD, and continued 
use of what the learner is working to acquire, internalization occurs as the learner becomes less 
dependent on assistance, and more able to individually control language as a tool of thought” (p. 
73). In this view, the development of linguistic abilities is a result of opportunities for 
interaction, which in turn create opportunities for assistance and guidance.  

Language is the most important tool for the mental activity mediation (Mitchell and 
Myles, 1998).  The obvious implication of this premise is that in language learning, language is a 
tool as well as the object of learning. In L1 learning, the adults who surround the child play the 
role of experts, assisting children in their language development.  Through interaction with 
people and objects in their environment, children begin to develop language skills.  An 
experienced person guides the child or novice through zones of proximal development enabling 
him/her to internalize linguistic features that he/she will eventually be able to use.  In a more 
general way, the theory posits that the development of competence is guided by more 
experienced participants who are involved in the activity (Hall, 1997).   

In L2 learning contexts, the learners can interact with the instructors, with other learners, 
and with native speakers.  As Lantolf (2000) pointed out, by activating the ZPD through social 



 

 14

interaction with other learners and instructors, the participants create opportunities for each other 
to develop knowledge.  To use van Lier’s terminology, the activity learners engage in, as well as 
the interaction with others, provides the participants with affordances.  As van Lier (2000) 
explains:  

 
the context is not just there to provide input (linguistic models or objects) to a passive 
recipient.  The environment provides a ‘semiotic budget’ (analogous to the energy budget 
of an ecosystem) within which the active learner engages in meaning-making activities 
together with others, who may be more, equally, or less competent in linguistic terms.  
The semiotic budget does not refer to the amount of ‘input’ available, nor the amount that 
is enhanced for comprehension, but to the opportunities for meaning interaction that the 
situation affords. (vanLier, 2000, p. 252) 
 
vanLier’s notion of affordances can be viewed as an essential part of  Lantolf’s 

conception of ZPD, the collaborative construction of opportunities to develop. Both concepts 
reflect that the scope of SLA studies, earlier dedicated to merely linguistic elements, has 
broadened.  Through Lantolf’s and vanLier’s views, SLA researchers are forced to look not only 
at the linguistic input that interaction with others provides, but also at output, dialogue, and 
assistance.  Of particular importance to this study are the different mechanisms that take place 
when L2 learners engage in activities and work together with other learners.  Lantolf, Donato, 
Swain, Ohta and their colleagues have studied the phenomenon of assistance and have developed 
constructs that are useful to understand learner interaction.    In this section, I will consider 
scaffolding, collaborative dialogue, and peer-assisted learning.  

One way of assistance is known as scaffolding
2, a discursive mechanism that takes place 

in the interaction between novice and expert. Wood, Bruner, and Ross (1976) introduced this 
concept, using the metaphor of scaffolding as a way to describe adult-child interaction.  The 
adult provides assistance with tasks that the child cannot perform independently because it is 
beyond his/her capacities.  The researchers worked on the assumption that the intervention of an 
adult as a tutor may involve more than mechanisms of modeling and imitation (p.90).  Based on 
the findings of the study, the authors describe the mechanism as: 

 
 an interactive system of exchange in which the tutor operates with an implicit theory of 
the learner's acts in order to recruit his attention, reduces degrees of freedom in the task to 
manageable limits, maintains "direction" in the problem solving, marks critical features, 
controls frustration, and demonstrates solutions when the learner can recognize them. 
(Wood, Bruner, and Ross, 1976, p. 99)  
 
The adult provides the support that the child needs to accomplish a particular goal.   

However, the authors also point out that scaffolding involves more than accomplishing a goal, it 
involves the opportunity to develop task competence, i.e. ability to perform the task individually.   

According to Stone (1993), support is the aspect that Wood et al emphasized.   The 
authors concentrated on assistance, rather than transfer or internalization, which creates a parallel 
with Vygotsky’s ZPD in that “the child is helped to capitalize his potential” (p.170). Even 
though Wood et al (1976) did not base their research on Vygotsky’s ideas, further research on 
scaffolding has taken a Vygotskian perspective (Stone, 1993).  However, Stone considers the 

                                                 
2 Other researchers have used the term assisted performance to refer to the same mechanism (Ohta, 2000, p. 52). 
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construct of scaffolding to be limited because of its emphasis on assistance.  According to the 
author, scaffolding, as presented by Wood and colleagues, lacked more explicit explanations of 
the communication mechanisms involved in the process of providing support for children to 
complete a task.  Scaffolding “involves a complex set of social and semiotic dynamics” (Stone, 
1993, p. 180). Since both communicative and social factors play an important role in successful 
scaffolding, Stone turned to the analysis of communication factors.    

Drawing on Rommetveit’s views on communication, Stone suggested that prolepsis, a 
mechanism used by participants that involves presupposing information that has not been 
provided, is involved in scaffolding.  In any given conversation, all participants predict what 
others think and are able to understand and adjust their utterances to meet the needs of the 
listener.  This allows the individuals to construct a shared definition of the situation, which 
constitutes the basis for successful scaffolding.  In short, Stone (1993) views scaffolding as an 
“interpersonal process in which the participants’ communicative exchanges serve to build a 
continually evolving mutual perspective on how to conceive the situation at hand” (p.180).   In 
other words, Stone proposed that successful scaffolding relies on the participants’ ability to agree 
with and understand each other, which Rommetveit defines as intersubjectivity.   
  Intersubjectivity refers to the capacity of the participants to achieve mutual understanding 
in conversation.  This agreement is possible because they understand the point of view of the 
other participants, what Rommetveit called decentration.  Rommetveit (1979) explains that 
intersubjectivity “is based on mutual faith in a shared social world.  Thus decentration in both 
interactants is a necessary basis for this reciprocally endorsed contract of complementarity” (p. 
96). It reflects the participant’s ability to think about the other participants’ intentions and needs.  

In the context of scaffolding, intersubjectivity can be viewed as a prerequisite for 
successful communication in situations in which assistance is necessary.  In fact, its absence, 
which reflects the participant’s restricted views of each other or their inability to communicate, 
which would make it impossible for the expert to assist the novice. 

Donato (1994) adopted the metaphor of scaffolding and applied it to second language 
learning settings.  He described the mechanism as follows: “in social interaction a 
knowledgeable participant can create, by means of speech supportive conditions in which the 
novice can participate, and extend, current skills and knowledge to higher levels of competence” 
(p. 40). Therefore, there is a particular kind of interaction among participants.  Donato (1994) 
explains that the expert is active in response to the novice’s “emerging” abilities (p. 41).  The 
role of the novice is a very important one as well because it determines the assistance provided 
by the expert.  The author also explained that as the novice develops abilities, he/she takes 
responsibility and the expert “dismantles the scaffold” (p. 41).  This construct clearly relates to 
internalization. Citing Wertsch, Donato points out that “scaffolded performance is a dialogically 
constituted interpsychological mechanism that promotes the novice’s internalization of 
knowledge co-constructed in shared activity”  (p. 41).   

Research on scaffolding in L2 learning has demonstrated that by working together, the 
participants achieve a better performance (Ohta, 2000).  Thus, they are able to do more than they 
would do by themselves.   However, because it was originally used to explain adult-child 
interaction, the concept of scaffolding relies on the premise that there is an expert.  These 
dynamics can be identified in adult-child and instructor-learner interaction and in some cases of 
learner-learner interaction in which one person is clearly more experienced than the others, as 
could be the case among L2 learners.  However, is it possible to find assistance or guidance 
among a group in which no member is more experienced than the others?   Donato (1994) and 
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Ohta (2001) have observed that in some cases assistance is provided in groups in which no 
participant shows greater expertise.  Donato (1994) uses the term collective scaffolding; Ohta 
(2001) refers to the same process as assisted performance. Based on her study of L2 Japanese 
learners, Ohta (2001) explains  “assistance is often mutual, with peers helping each other, rather 
than expert helping novice” (p. 76).    Ohta claims that the mechanisms involved in these 
situations have not been studied in depth.  Therefore, the present study constitutes a contribution 
to this field in that specific respect, given that the participants in this study are placed in the same 
class given their proficiency level.   

A basic concept to explain the dynamics of learner interaction is collaborative dialogue.  
Collaborative dialogue is “the joint construction of language –or knowledge about language- by 
two or more individuals; it’s what allows performance to outstrip competence; it’s where 
language use and language learning can co-occur” (Swain, 1997, p.115).  This concept highlights 
the value of dialogue as a language learning tool given that knowledge about the target language 
is constructed through conversation (as learners use the target language and talk about it).  
Making a parallel with Donato’s (1994) study on scaffolding, Swain considers that “through 
collaborative dialogue learners can add to their own L2 knowledge and extend that of their 
peers” (p.124).  Swain adds that: 

 
Its defining characteristic is that through joint effort, one or both participants move 
beyond their current cognitive or linguistic state.  During it, learners’ performance can 
outstrip their competence, allowing them to outstrip their current abilities or knowledge 
of higher levels of competence.  In this sense, language is learned as it is used; it is not 
learned first and used later. (p. 127) 

 
 Swain (1997) distinguishes two types of collaborative dialogue based on the kind of 
knowledge that learners develop.  The first type is one in which “learners extend each other’s 
language use per se”.  The language that the learners produce is co-constructed when learners 
complete each other’s utterances.  The second type is that in which “learners talk about language, 
thus extending each other’s knowledge about the target language”.  The learners co-construct 
their knowledge about the target language.3  This is the type of dialogue that we are likely to 
encounter in the vocabulary related tasks in the classroom; participants will construct word 
knowledge.  Both types are of interest to the study; however, dialogue that involves knowledge 
co-construction might be more useful to identify the way in which learners help each other 
understand word features in conversations about new vocabulary items. 

Through the concept of collaborative dialogue, Swain brings attention to the role of 
output.  This is an important contribution given that several L2 researchers (such as Michael 
Long and his colleagues) have been concerned with the comprehension of input.  According to 
Swain (1997), output plays a central role in the L2 learning process because it “pushes learners 
to process language more deeply –with more mental effort- than does input.  With output, the 
learner is in control” (p.116).  In addition, Swain points out that output has several functions. 
First of all, it enhances fluency by allowing the learner to produce the language and practice.  
Output also constitutes a way of promoting consciousness that allows learners to notice aspects 
of the language and “activate” knowledge that they have acquired.  That is, learners can test their 
knowledge and reflect on their ability to use the language.  Swain and her colleagues have 

                                                 
3 Swain uses the term co-construction to refer to both co-construction of language (e.g. sentences) and co-
construction of knowledge. 
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noticed how learners become aware of their mistakes or gaps in their knowledge of the L2.  
Thus, as Swain (2000) points out, output can be viewed as communicative activity as well as 
cognitive activity.  By engaging in conversation, the learners activate cognitive functions, which 
come together with social elements.  

Therefore, collaborative dialogue is viewed as part of the learning process.  One 
important implication is that linguistic knowledge development can be observed in dialogue.    
With this concept in mind, learning is considered both cognitive and social and language 
becomes both an instrument for learning and the product of learning (Swain, 2000).  Given that 
speaking is both process and product, SLA researchers could examine dialogue as “one source of 
second language learning” (Swain, 1997, p.119).  According to Swain, it is in dialogue that the 
origin and development of language learning can be observed.  Clearly, Swain points SLA 
researchers in the direction of real conversations among learners, such as the ones that will be 
examined in this study. 

Ohta (2001) describes the mechanisms by which learners working in groups assist each 
other in L2 learning.  This is, according to Ohta (2000, 2001), an area that has not been studied 
widely by SLA researchers.  However, in her view, assistance does not always depend on the 
expertise of participants.  Ohta first draws attention to the roles of the participants as “listeners” 
and “speakers”.  Learners alternate between the two roles:  one produces and the other one(s) 
monitor, exchanging roles as they take turns in the conversation.  Ohta points out that, although 
it may seem passive, the role of the listener is active.  He/she pays attention and is able to “see” 
mistakes because he is not using all of his working memory, unlike the speaker, whose cognitive 
load, evident in pauses, fillers, and false starts, is too heavy to pay full attention to production.  
The listener is free to analyze others’ utterances and project (predict) what the speaker will say 
next.   The roles provide the occasion for participants to assist to each other.  “It is the nature of 
these social roles of speaker and listener and the differential focus of learners who take on these 
roles that empowers learners to help one another” (p.77).  Ohta (2001) identifies three forms of 
assistance in peer-assisted learning:  waiting, prompting, and co-construction.     

In a conversation among learners, the listeners usually wait for their partner to produce an 
utterance.  This is beneficial for the speakers because it allows them to produce what they are 
able to produce without assistance.  While speaking, the learners pay attention to and monitor 
what they are saying as well as develop the ability to “self-correct”.  Waiting not only raises 
awareness in the learners, but also helps them increase their confidence when expressing 
themselves in the target language.    

Prompting refers to instances in which the interlocutor helps the speaker when he/she is 
struggling by repeating a word or syllable that the speaker has just uttered. By doing so, the 
listener urges the speaker to complete the utterance and continue with the activity at the same 
time give them time to think about how to carry on.   This shows that the participants are able to 
predict what they are saying or listening to, a mechanism that Ohta denominates projection.   
“Prompting is evidence of the projection process that peer interlocutors apply to their L2 
interaction.  In order to provide an appropriate prompt, the learners must mentally produce the 
utterance along with the interlocutor, projecting what is likely to come next” (p. 92).  Ohta 
explains that prompts constitute “non-invasive” ways of helping one another, providing support 
for the speaker to complete an utterance.   
 Co-construction differs from prompting in that the listener provides what he/she thinks 
may follow, instead of repeating the last word.  That is to say, co-construction takes place when 
the listener helps the speaker to complete a sentence by saying the syllable, word, or phrase that 
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follows when the speaker has trouble completing the utterance.  This corresponds to the type of 
collaborative dialogue described by Swain, in which learners build a sentence together.  This 
mechanism provides even stronger evidence for the phenomenon of projection since it reflects 
that the learners add to the utterance of the speaker by saying what might come next.  Ohta 
noticed that this is a common practice when learners are working with new material and provides 
opportunities to build competence.   
 Ohta (2001) identified other forms of assistance, such as providing explanations to other 
learners.    On occasions, the learners in Ohta’s study asked their partners to explain linguistic 
errors.  The learners draw on their knowledge of grammar or vocabulary, for example, to help 
their peers understand an aspect of the target language.   This form of peer assisted learning is 
similar to what Swain describes as collaborative dialogue in which the learners construct 
knowledge about the target language, even though Ohta does not use that term. 

Although Ohta emphasizes the positive role of peer assistance, she also discusses one of 
the main concerns regarding peer-assistance: learners may pick up errors from their peers.  
However, Ohta acknowledges that this is difficult to investigate because it is hard to determine if 
the mistakes result from imitating others or whether the learners would have produced the same 
mistake if the other participants had not provided the wrong form.    Ohta reviews several 
studies, according to which there are two possibilities: that the learners appropriate incorrect 
language use by imitating another learner and that they agree on an erroneous form. There is 
evidence for both views.  However, Ohta believes that the presence of errors provides an 
opportunity for both learners and teachers to focus on language form and use.  In her view, peer 
interaction increases accuracy because participants are more conscious of their own and others’ 
mistakes.  The learners have the opportunity to analyze and discuss different linguistic forms.  
These instances could be considered affordances. 

Based on her study, Ohta emphasizes that by participating in a classroom activity, the 
learners “capitalize on the affordances available in that setting and find help when they need it” 
(Ohta, 2001, p. 104). This mechanism is evident when learners use linguistic resources that 
others have used, and takes place when more than one group is working on the same task and the 
learners overhear another group’s conversation.  They might use words or phrases that others in 
the classroom have produced.  Another form of assistance that Ohta identifies is language play, 
“playful manipulation of the L2 during interaction” (p.106), although it was not reflected 
extensively in the data.  Ohta provides an example of an instance in which playing with the form 
a word directed the learners’ focus towards pronunciation and resulted in awareness on the 
speaker’s part.  Both overhearing and language play are examples of opportunities that group 
work in the classroom provides for learners to develop their language skills.  
 Scaffolding, collaborative dialogue, and peer-assisted learning offer a framework to 
understand the different dynamics that are likely to take place when learners are working with 
others.  These mechanisms have the potential of promoting the acquisition of knowledge about 
words in situations in which word knowledge is collaboratively constructed, that is, the 
responsibility for the creation of meaning is distributed among participants and comprehension is 
being built through discourse with students helping one another. As Ohta explains, all 
participants play an important role in the activity.   Participants are not passive.  Thus, the 
discourse they build cannot be predicted.  This is relevant to the research questions of this study 
and informed the researcher’s view on students’ roles and resources during the conversation.  It 
was predicted that the mechanisms described by Donato, Swain, and Ohta would be present in 
collaborative dialogue that were videotaped for the purpose of this study.  However, the 
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researcher focused on vocabulary related tasks and the mechanisms that are present in that 
specific kind of interaction.  Therefore, she was able to observe other mechanisms that are more 
specific to vocabulary, which emerged from the data.  One specific mechanism that the 
researcher was interested in was the use of gesture, a reason why the interaction was videotaped.  
 
Sociocultural Theory and Gestures 

 
Gestures are mediational tools because they are intertwined with speech to supplement it.   

McNeill, Cassell, and McCullough (1994) explain that gestures “are co-expressive with speech; 
that is they cover the same idea unit as the speech they occur simultaneously with” (p. 235). 
Along with words, gestures communicate ideas. Therefore, language and gestures integrate into 
one system of meaning and might play an important role in conversations about words that are 
unfamiliar to some of the students and may be used to compensate for what the learners are not 
able to explain with words.  Krauss, Chen, and Gottesman (2000) classify gestures into symbolic, 
deictic, motor, and lexical.  Symbolic gestures are “hand configurations and movements with 
widely recognized conventionalized meanings” (p262).  Deictic gestures include  “indicative or 
pointing movements” to draw attention to people, objects, places, and so on (p.262). Motor 
gestures are “simple, repetitive, rhythmic movements that bear no obvious relation to the 
semantic content of the accompanying speech”; they are related to prosody (p. 263).   Lexical 
gestures “vary considerably in length and are non-repetitive, complex, and changing in form, and 
many appear to bear a meaningful relation to the semantic content of the speech they 
accompany” (p. 263).  The authors further classify lexical gestures into iconic and metaphorical.  
Krauss et al. define iconic gestures as those “that represent their meaning pictographically, in the 
sense that the gesture’s form is conceptually related to the semantic content of the speech it 
accompanies” (p.275).  They borrow McNeil’s definition of metaphorical gestures: “exhibit 
images of abstract concepts” (p.276) 

Sociocultural Theory and Word Meaning 

 In Vygotsky’s view, words are important in the development of thought and 
consciousness in human beings.  In fact, he considered words the most appropriate unit of 
analysis because words reflect consciousness.  Therefore, Vygotsky rejects all views that propose 
a static relationship between thought and word.  He claims that word meanings are not set 
forever because their development does not end as soon as the individual is in contact with the 
meaning.  As a result, he proposes that: “Thought and word are not connected by a primary bond.  
A connection originates, changes, and grows in the course of the evolution of thinking and 
speech” (Vygotsky, 1962, p.119).  In this view, word meanings are dynamic: they develop and 
change as the child develops given that there are structural and psychological changes that occur 
as children develop language skills.  

 
A child’s ability to communicate through language is directly related to the 
differentiation of word meanings in his speech and consciousness. […] Only when this 
development is completed does the child become fully able to formulate his own thought 
and to understand the speech of others.  Until then, his usage of words coincides with that 
of adults in its objective reference but not in its meaning (p. 130) 
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 This view adds a social dimension to the cognitive phenomenon of storing words in the 
mind.  Tharpe and Gallimore (1988) extend the implications of the theory by explaining that 
word meaning, from a socio-cultural perspective, depends on the group of speakers of a 
particular language.  The speakers shape the meaning of words and the way in which they are 
used.  Thus, word meaning develops in the interaction among people in different activities.  Qi 
(2001) conducted an SLA study that takes this particular view.  The author explains that because 
word meaning is closely related to cultural aspects, effective vocabulary instruction becomes a 
challenge for second language teaching. He proposes that a “collaborative negotiation 

approach” is necessary.  The process involves negotiation of lexical meaning differences 
between L2 learners and instructors, other learners, and native speakers.   This is beneficial to the 
learners because their knowledge is limited.  They are familiar with aspects of the meaning from 
the perspective of their first language and culture.  Through interaction with native speakers they 
become familiar with the meaning as it relates to the L2 culture. 

In Qi’s study, ESL learners were paired with native speakers of English and given the 
opportunity to talk about eight culturally loaded words (e.g. “cohabitation”).  Through the 
interaction, the participants were able to share definitions and ideas based on their prior 
knowledge of the first and second language and culture.  The opportunity to discuss words with a 
native speaker (NS) seemed very helpful in that the learners were able to become familiar with 
and understand cultural aspects of the words.  Thus, the author claims that learning of words, 
especially culturally loaded words, might be best achieved through collaborative negotiation. 
This study provides a background for collaborative learning of vocabulary, even though it was 
limited in the number of words and situations (NNS and NS interaction).  The present study 
concentrated on collaborative development of word knowledge in the classroom, specifically in 
interaction among learners.   In the next section of this chapter, the different positions of SLA 
researchers with respect to different issues in L2 vocabulary acquisition will be discussed as well 
as different perspectives, research methods, and findings. 

 

L2 Vocabulary Learning 

  
Early research on L2 vocabulary was of interest to psychologists.  Thus, it was conducted 

in a psycholinguistic framework in order to explore the mental lexicon.  The purpose of such 
research studies, as Singleton (1999) points out, was to find out about the process of storing and 
accessing words as well as the structure of the mental lexicon (i.e. how words are interconnected 
in the mind).  The findings have contributed to the understanding of cognitive aspects of L2 
vocabulary and have generated more research applied to the field of second language learning 
and teaching, some of which are conducted in a variety of frameworks.   In this section, the most 
important issues in this specific area of second language acquisition are discussed and a few 
relevant studies are described.   
 

Psycholinguistic Perspective 

 
Based on the assumption that the mind is a “neural net” of interconnected nodes, 

researchers who favor the connectionist view claim that words are stored in the mind in 
connection to other words, creating nodes through which they can be accessed (Reeves, Hirsh-
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Pasek, and Golinkoff, 1998). 4  The mental lexicon can be understood as a store of form and 
meaning features of words that are interconnected.  These features are activated when we hear a 
word or need to express its meaning (Garman, 1990).  As Singleton (1999) explains, 
psycholinguistic research on L2 mental lexicon has concentrated in three main areas:  lexical 
organization, lexical access, and the relationship between L1 and L2 lexical items.  

Regarding lexical organization, psycholinguistic studies indicate that two factors 
influence the way in which words are organized in the mind: sound and meaning.  According to 
the phonological view, L2 vocabulary organization is dependent on the phonological features of 
words; while according to the semantic view words are stored together according to their 
meanings.  Carroll (1999) explains that there is evidence that both phonological and semantic 
factors play a role in the organization of words in the mind.   Findings are based on word 
association tests in which individuals are presented with L2 prompt words and asked to say the 
first word that comes to mind.  This process is known as priming.  Some researchers have found 
evidence that priming is semantic, i.e. subjects5 retrieve words that are similar in meaning 
(semantic priming).  This seems to indicate that the mental lexicon is a semantic network that 
interconnects elements of the words (form) and concepts (meanings).  However, subjects may 
also retrieve words that have similar phonological features. In short, the mental lexicon is a web 
of words that are activated as other words are activated, which Carroll (1999) refers to as 
“spreading activation”.    

Singleton (1999) explains that some researchers believe that the L2 mental lexicon is 
more dependent on phonological features than the L1 mental lexicon, whose links are semantic 
in nature.  However, other researchers claim that changes occur in the L2 mental lexicon much 
like the ones that occur in the L1 mental lexicon (i.e. there is a shift towards semantic 
associations in adults).  That is to say, as the proficiency level of the L2 learners increases, a 
larger number of semantic associations seem to be formed.   

The second area of study as related to the mental lexicon is access or retrieval.  Lexical 
access refers to activation of word knowledge.  The numerous studies conducted with bilingual 
subjects (e.g. De Groot, 1992; DeGroot and Nas, 1991; DeGroot, Dannenburg, and van Hell, 
1994; Dufour and Kroll, 1995; Heredia, 1996; Hernandez, Bates, and Avila, 1996) have resulted 
in different models of lexical access.  These studies focus on priming, the process through which 
nodes are activated when the individual is exposed to a word.  The researchers utilize word 
association tests in order to measure the amount of time that subjects take to process the words or 
“stimuli”.  In most cases, participants are presented with words in both in the first language and 
the second language to register the words that are activated6.  It is also important to register the 
response time (RT) to determine whether subjects can activate faster from L1 to L2 or vice versa.  
Word translation tasks have also been utilized to conduct these research studies (See DeGroot, 
1992).   

According to Singleton (1999) and Carroll (1999), the most important conclusion with 
respect to lexical access in L2 is that several variables are involved in gaining access to 
vocabulary stored in the mind, such as word frequency, phonological features, syntactic 
category, and lexical ambiguity.   Retrieval depends on the individual’s familiarity with all those 

                                                 
4 See Reeves et al. (1998), Garman (1990), and Scovel (1999) for more on the connectionist view and its application 
to mental lexicon.   
5 The use of the experimental framework imposes the use of the words such as “subjects”.  Later in this chapter, I 
will review studies in which “subjects” are referred to as  “learners” or  “participants”. 
6 Other researchers have used drawings as stimuli (e.g. Federmeier and Bates, 1997). 
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word features and many aspects of the second language.  Word access is a complex matter given 
that several paths could lead to a word.   These findings, as I will explain in the studies by 
Dufour and Kroll (1995) and Heredia (1996), are also closely related to the models that attempt 
to explain the relationship between the L1 and the L2 lexicon.   In bilingual subjects, the 
question that arises is how are L1 and L2 words stored, i.e. whether the mental lexicon is 
language-specific (dual code) or language independent  (single code) (DeGroot, 1992).  Several 
researchers have speculated that there is single storage and some others that there are two 
interconnected systems.  De Groot and Nas (1991) explain that a common approach to this 
question is to compare within language and between language responses7 in semantic priming 
tasks. Findings indicate that different languages do prime one another, which seems to suggest a 
connection between the two lexicons.   

A study conducted by Dufour and Kroll (1995) is representative of this framework.  The 
researchers studied the connections in bilingual memory.  The subjects were English - French 
bilinguals. The assumption was that there are two separate stores that are mediated by concepts. 
The authors identified two types of connections: lexical (relying on word form) and conceptual 
(relying on concepts).   The purpose was to compare more-proficient and less-proficient 
bilinguals in their performance on conceptual information tasks.  They predicted, based on a 
previous study by Kroll and Steward (1994), that more-fluent bilinguals would be able to use 
conceptual information across languages and that less-fluent bilinguals would rely more on 
lexical level connections (word associations).  The study consisted of a test in which subjects 
were presented with words, followed by a category.  Subjects had to indicate whether the word 
belonged to the category or not.   Prompt words as well as categories were presented in two 
conditions: across language (between language) and within language in order to compare 
response times.   

The findings were consistent with the predictions for more fluent bilinguals, who were 
able to use conceptual associations across languages.  The language of the category did not affect 
the results, which suggests that subjects were able to conceptually mediate both languages, i.e. 
they access the same conceptual representation.  More proficient L2 speakers are able to directly 
access the conceptual storage, without having to translate.  These findings suggest that less-
proficient subjects were expected to rely on translation in order to access the conceptual storage. 
Contrary to prediction, less-fluent bilinguals were able to categorize faster in within language 
situations and had some difficulty in cross language processing.  In addition, the subjects did not 
appear to use L1 in order to access L2 words.  The findings suggest that they did not rely on 
translation exclusively; they had limited access to the conceptual storage when presented with L2 
prompts.  For the researchers, a possible explanation is that the subjects do not mediate 
conceptually both languages, i.e. conceptual mediation is a function of language proficiency and 
vocabulary size, so it is acquired gradually as subjects acquire more knowledge of the L2 
(Dufour and Kroll, 1995).  

Heredia (1996) challenges Dufour and Kroll’s model based on the results of his study of 
Spanish – English bilinguals.  The subjects were native speakers of Spanish who had been born 
and/or raised in the United States.  Therefore, English was their dominant language.  He found 
that subjects translated slower from L2 to L1, the opposite of the subjects in the Dufour and 
Kroll study.  He proposed a model in which the terms L1 and L2 are substituted by the terms 
MDL (more dominant language) and LDL (less dominant language).  As in the Dufour and Kroll 

                                                 
7 Between language test conditions refer to L1 prompts and L2 responses or vice versa.  Within language refers to 
prompts and responses in the same language (L1-L1 and L2-L2)  
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model, there are two separate stores for MDL and LDL and one store for concepts.  However, in 
Heredia’s model there are stronger links between the MDL and the concepts than between the 
LDL and the concepts.  The model also indicated that mediation between languages was stronger 
from LDL to MDL than it was from MDL to LDL.   
 Even though there is an extensive body of research in this area, the two studies described 
above are representative studies on L2 mental lexicon and serve the purpose of revealing the 
most relevant issues in L2 vocabulary within this perspective.  Above all, these studies reflect the 
complexity of word knowledge and how it comes about.   Both storage and retrieval are highly 
dependant on specific word features (such as pronunciation, meaning, and collocations, to name 
a few8) and the learner’s familiarity with the language.  In addition, L1 and L2 mental lexicons 
seem to be mediated by concepts, especially at higher levels of proficiency.  However, it is 
important to note that both studies (Dufour and Kroll, 1995; Heredia, 1996) focus on individual 
learners in test-like situations.  Because they are conducted in an experimental framework, they 
employ tests which measure the knowledge that learners have already acquired. Another 
limitation of these studies is that the sample words are often concrete nouns because those are 
easier to test, show in pictures, and categorize.   

SLA Perspective 

SLA researchers have taken different perspectives to the study of cognitive factors in L2 
vocabulary acquisition.  I will now explore how some of the psycholinguistic issues mentioned 
above have influenced those researchers who have taken a cognitive or an educational 
perspective to the study of L2 vocabulary learning and teaching.   

Even though it cannot be claimed that that there is an acquisition pattern for L2 learners, 
Schmitt (2000) explains that there are two processes involved in learning vocabulary: explicit 
and incidental.  Explicit learning refers to the focused study of lexical items, whereas incidental 
learning refers to exposure to the language when one’s attention is focused language use, not on 
learning.  According to Schmitt (2000) learners need both types of learning.  The study proposed 
here centers attention on explicit vocabulary learning in the classroom.  “Explicit learning 
focuses attention directly on the information to be learned, which gives the greatest chance for its 
acquisition” (p. 120). 

McCarthy and Nation were among the first who attempted to make knowledge about 
psycholinguistic factors available to L2 educators.  McCarthy (1990) focuses on the process of 
vocabulary learning with an aim towards developing a knowledge base for teaching and creating 
vocabulary building activities and materials.  According to McCarthy (1990), the process of 
vocabulary learning involves understanding the meaning of the word, memorizing its form and 
remembering it when it needs to be used.  The author labels the three stages in the process: input, 
storage, and retrieval.  The first stage consists of introducing the new word to memory by 
hearing or reading the word, i.e. exposure to the word.  Storage consists of placing the words in 
memory and organizing them based on the relationships that exist among them, which is 
compatible with the connectionist view of the mental lexicon.  According to McCarthy, words 
can be associated with other words according their meaning, sound, orthography, and so on. 
Retrieval is the process of remembering a word when it needs to be used.  There are two types of 
retrieval: receptive and productive.   Receptive retrieval refers to remembering the meaning of a 

                                                 
8 Knowledge of L2 vocabulary learning has been explored by SLA researchers, especially in the work of Paul 
Nation, which will be explained later in this chapter.  
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word that one hears or reads, that is, the process of relating the spoken or written form of a word 
with that stored in the head.   Productive retrieval is the process of remembering the form of a 
word to use in speaking or writing when one wants to express its meaning. In actual 
communication (either written or spoken) this process takes seconds. In conversation, many 
words can be retrieved in a very short time as we express an idea and as we listen to our 
interlocutor (s).  Several language teaching experts (e.g. Hatch and Brown, 1995; Nation, 1995, 
2000; Groot, 2000) have supported this view of the vocabulary learning process and adapted it to 
develop vocabulary teaching techniques, activities, and materials.   

Many SLA researchers have focused on storage.  Some have explored the features of 
words that are involved in learning (e.g. Nation, 1990; Laufer, 1990a, 1990b, 1990c, 1991; 
Laufer and Paribakht, 1998; Schmitt, 1998; Schmitt and Meara, 1997).  Others have studied the 
different cognitive strategies used by L2 learners to remember words (e.g. Ellis and Beaton, 
1993; Lawson and Hogben, 1996; Morrison, 1996; Sanaoui, 1995, Leeke and Shaw, 2000).  

Several SLA researchers interested in the issue of word knowledge have explored the 
notion the incremental nature of the vocabulary knowledge.  Vocabulary learning is viewed as a 
process that goes from the first exposure to a word until its mastery.  A person acquires different 
features over a period of time.  It is impossible to know a word based on one exposure. One way 
of viewing word learning was proposed by Nation (1990), who raised awareness to the fact that 
mastery of a word requires much more than knowledge of its meaning and distinguishes 8 
dimensions.  

Nation (1990, 2001) explains that there are several dimensions of word knowledge.  He 
makes it clear that there are many things to know about a word and many degrees of knowledge.  
There are aspects of form, meaning, and use that learners should become familiar with: spoken 
and written form, concepts, associations, grammatical functions, collocations, and constraints on 
use.  According to the author, word knowledge includes knowledge of the following dimensions: 
(1) the spoken form, (2) the written form, (3) the grammatical behavior, (4) the collocational 
behavior, (5) the frequency, (6) the stylistic register constraints, (7) the conceptual meaning, and 
(8) the associations the word has with other words.  These dimensions do not develop 
simultaneously.  Schmitt (2000) suggested that each one of these dimensions develops 
incrementally, “ranging from zero to partial to precise” (118).  In this view, knowledge of 
spelling, for example, can range from no knowledge, to knowledge of some letters, to fully 
correct spelling.   

As suggested by Schmitt (2000), the dimensions of word knowledge described by Nation 
(1990) provide a framework that allows researchers and teachers to distinguish among them and 
explore how they relate to one another.  In the case of the present study, the dimensions served as 
a way to refer to the different aspects that the learners focused on when they collaboratively 
constructed word knowledge.   The general categories, i.e. form, meaning, and use, will be used 
to refer to the aspect of word knowledge that the participants refer to in their conversations.   

This is important from the point of view of L2 learning and teaching: difficulty of 
learning depends on features such as spelling and pronunciation and varies for individual 
learners.  Nation (2001) refers to this as the learning burden principle.  Taking this principle into 
account, L2 words that are used more frequently, for example, would be easier to learn given that 
learners are exposed to the word more often.  Some researchers have utilized word knowledge as 
a framework with the purpose of investigating ease or difficulty of different word features and 
how word knowledge develops (e.g. Ellis and Beaton, 1993; Laufer, 1990a, 1990b, 1990c, 1991; 
Laufer and Paribakht, 1998; Schmitt, 1998; Schmitt and Meara, 1997; Wolter, 2000).   
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Laufer (1990a) analyzed the word features that may ease or complicate vocabulary 
learning in a second language and discussed important implications for teaching.  She considers 
that an analysis of such factors would determine the “learnability” of words, which is of help to 
L2 teachers.  Among the word features the author analyzes are: similarity with other L1 and L2 
words, morphological features, abstractness, connotation, collocations and differences in 
meaning with L1 equivalent. In other studies, the author further explores several of these factors 
through experimental designs: comparing subjects with different first languages as well as native 
speakers and non-native speakers. 

Schmitt (1998) used the word knowledge framework proposed by Nation (1990) to study 
the word knowledge development of three adult international students at a British university, 
who were doing postgraduate work in different departments.  The students were interviewed 
three times over the course of one year.  Schmitt chose to focus on 11 academic English words 
and four dimensions of word knowledge:  spelling, associations, grammatical information, and 
meaning.  He found that two students progressed in their knowledge of word meaning, while the 
other remained static.  These two students developed associations that were more similar to those 
of native English speakers.  In addition, Schmitt noted that students were familiar with word 
class and derivatives in some cases in which they were not familiar with word meaning. Word 
features seem to be learned independently; knowledge of some of the features does not 
necessarily imply knowledge of other features.  For example, a person might know the meaning 
of a word and yet not know the correct spelling.  Schmitt found no evidence of a developmental 
hierarchy of knowledge type.  However, it is important to remember that he only had three 
participants and that he focused only on eleven words and four dimensions of word knowledge.  
Also, it is important to point out that it might not be reasonable to try to uncover a hierarchy that 
takes into account the individual differences.   

In short, the findings of these studies indicate that many factors are involved in the 
development of word knowledge, including L1, word frequency, exposure to the L2, L2 
proficiency, field of study, individual learning styles, and so on.  As we can see the findings of 
SLA studies in this area highlight some of the same issues raised in psycholinguistic studies and 
contribute to our understanding of the complexity of word knowledge.  It establishes that L2 
learners face a complex task when they come across a new word (i.e. they must learn many 
things about it) and that they need to be exposed to it several times in different contexts in order 
to enhance and increase the knowledge they have of that particular lexical item.  As Schmitt 
(2000) argues, this has obvious implications for second language teaching.  There should be 
plenty of opportunities for students to encounter, store, and use new words.    
 A second group of researchers conducted studies on the cognitive strategies involved in 
vocabulary learning in both second language and foreign language settings.  Unlike the 
psycholinguistic studies described above, the focus is not only on the organization of lexicon, but 
also on the cognitive strategies used by learners to remember words.   They focus on the target 
language because the participants often have different L1s (especially in ESL settings).  Also, 
they use different techniques, thus the studies are not limited to tests given that the focus is not 
the associations that learners have already established, but the cognitive factors involved in 
trying to create those associations9.  

                                                 
9 The studies described below concentrate on explicit vocabulary learning.  A more recent trend in the study of L2 

vocabulary is incidental vocabulary learning, which occurs when learners learn the meanings of unknown words 
based on the context in which the words are encountered without conscious attention.  However, this specific area is 
beyond the scope of this study, which focuses on intentional/explicit vocabulary learning through classroom 
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  Lawson and Hogben (1996) conducted a study of the learning strategies used by 15 
foreign language students when they encounter new words.  In a semi-structured interview, the 
learners were presented with new words that they had to learn.  Each learner had an opportunity 
to become familiar with the words in a think-aloud protocol (subjects are asked to verbalize their 
thoughts), thus allowing the researchers to document the type of strategies used by the subjects.   
The think-aloud protocols were tape-recorded. The authors classified strategies according to the 
level of cognitive processing involved: repetition, word feature analysis, simple elaboration, and 
complex elaboration.  These categories emerged from the data.  The subjects were tested after 
the interview, which allowed the researchers to link recall with strategies.  According to the 
authors, elaboration strategies (e.g. student create a sentence with the new word, paraphrase, 
and/or use a mnemonic device to remember word features) seem to be more effective for 
learning vocabulary.  However, the participants did not use elaboration strategies frequently. 

Sanaoui (1995) conducted case studies of eight L2 learners of French and four ESL 
learners who volunteered to participate in the study.  The purpose was to explore the actions 
learners took independently to learn vocabulary, such as using the dictionary and keeping a 
vocabulary notebook. In an interview, the learners reported the techniques they used for learning 
new words and phrases (“learner’s approach to vocabulary learning or study”) and the strategies 
for retaining them (“mnemonic procedures”). This allowed the researcher to explore the learners’ 
rationale for using the strategies they reported.  The strategies identified in the case studies 
correspond to those reported in a survey of the 50 learners enrolled in the ESL course in which 
the four ESL participants were enrolled.  Sanaoui (1995) categorized the vocabulary learning 
strategies used by second language students.  Such strategies fall into two groups: structured and 
unstructured, which differ in three ways.  These were: (1) the amount of time devoted to 
individual study as well as the range of activities performed in that time; (2) the extent to which 
learners recorded lexical items and reviewed those records; (3) their practice of the vocabulary 
outside the classroom.    The most commonly used strategies were repetition (immediate and 
spaced), writing, contextual associations, linguistic associations, imagery, using the word, and 
talking about the lexical item with somebody.   

In a similar fashion, Leeke and Shaw (2000) conducted a study of learners’ recording 
practices with respect to vocabulary.  They studied the students’ vocabulary lists/notebooks and 
interviewed the students to know more about their beliefs, personal characteristics, and learning 
situation. The researchers administered a survey to international students at a British university.  
They found that 81 of the 121 students that took the survey kept records of some form.  Then, 
they interviewed a group of 54 subjects with the same characteristics of those who took the 
survey.  Only 19 kept word lists, which most of the time were not ordered (i.e. words were added 
as they appeared).  They observed that entries tended to rely more on semantics aspects or on the 
context in which the word had appeared.  The records varied depending on personal learning 
style, proficiency level, and extrinsic motivation.   

One issue seems clear from the findings of these studies: the more processing and 
cognitive involvement, the greater the chances that words are learned.  All researchers were able 
to find a link between more elaborate processing, more organized records, or more systematic 
access to words and better recall of new words.  Schmitt (2000) explains that the findings of 
cognitive studies, such as the ones previously mentioned, have indicated that: “the more one 

                                                                                                                                                             
activities.  See Huckin and Coady (1999), Laufer and Hulstijn (2001), Parikbakt and Wesche (1997), and Fraser 
(1999) for more on incidental vocabulary learning. 
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manipulates, thinks about, and uses mental information, the more likely it is that one will retain 
that information (…) In the case of vocabulary, the more one engages with a word, the more 
likely the word will be remembered for later use” (p. 121). 

The three studies described above introduce other methods to psycholinguistic studies, 
such as think-aloud protocols and interviews.  They were conducted in a cognitive framework 
based on learner styles10 to explore the different strategies used by second language learners to 
deal with vocabulary.  Thus, the researchers focus mostly on the individual learners reporting 
their experiences outside the learning context.    

Unlike the three studies described above, a study conducted by Morrison (1996) focused 
on the lexical inferencing (‘informed guessing’) strategies used by L2 learners of French 
working in pairs on a reading task.  The researcher selected 12 lexical items: four nouns, three 
adjectives, and five verbs.   The strategies were classified according to the type of knowledge the 
learner utilized: contextual (from the text), intralingual (L2 knowledge), interlingual (knowledge 
of other languages).  These categories were selected based on a previous study by Haastrup 
(1990).  The method used was a pair think-aloud protocol.  Ten pairs of learners participated in 
the study.  In the studies described above, the researchers focused on words that were unfamiliar 
to all students in order to examine the strategies they used when new words were presented in a 
text.  However, it is worth mentioning that in real classroom situations students might be 
unfamiliar with words that others know.  In such cases, learners can help other learners to 
understand word features. 

Even though the study by Morrison examines pair work, the researcher looks exclusively 
at the cognitive aspects that are involved in lexical inferencing.  It examines the mental 
processing using the conversation as a prompt.  Conversation is considered a way to uncover the 
cognitive processes.  The work of other researchers focuses on the characteristics of the 
interaction and negotiation of meaning aimed at understanding new vocabulary items. 

Such studies reflect interest in conversational features and are based on Long’s 
interaction hypothesis (Mitchell and Myles, 1998).   Long examined the mechanisms to solve 
communication problems in interaction, such as repetitions, confirmation checks, comprehension 

checks and clarification requests.  According this hypothesis, the modification in interaction 
creates a better condition for acquisition.  Negotiation of meaning increases comprehensibility 
and facilitates acquisition.  Ellis and his colleagues have conducted several studies that are 
specific to vocabulary learning within this framework and has found that interacting with others 
facilitates acquisition of word meaning.  The main criticism to these studies is that much 
attention is given to conversational features, neglecting aspects of language learning (Mitchell 
and Myles, 1998).  

Ellis, Tanaka, and Yamazaki (1994), for example, investigated the effects of modified 
interaction on comprehension and vocabulary acquisition of EFL learners.  The study was 
conducted in an experimental framework in which the some of the participants were exposed to 
pre-modified input (the subjects were exposed to modified directions that included definitions 
and explanations) and others to interactionally modified input (i.e. they had the opportunity to 
negotiate meaning of the directions they received by asking for repetition or clarification).  The 
subjects took pre- and post-tests.  The researchers found that the interactionally modified input 
group performed better that the pre-modified input group.  Interactionally modified input led to 
better comprehension.  Moreover, it led to more new words being acquired.    

                                                 

10 See Oxford (1990) and Reid (1995) for more on learning styles in the second language classroom. 
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Ellis and He (1999) conducted a study with the same design.  However, they introduced 
negotiated output as a third condition.  The students who participated in this group wrote the 
directions they gave to other participants and, additionally, were given the opportunity to 
negotiate meaning with their partners.  The results indicated that the modified output group 
performed better than the pre-modified input and interactionally modified input groups.       

The emphasis is on the input learners get, i.e. the directions and conversations.  
Acquisition is measured through vocabulary tests.  These studies fail to show specifically how 
the different types of input help learners acquire vocabulary.  The researchers claim a connection 
between mental and social factors of vocabulary learning based on the test results and the 
conditions of learning (input).  In the present study, the researcher observed both factors in the 
conversations among learners.   Two studies (Markee, 2000 and Qi, 2000), discussed later in this 
chapter, provide insights on this issue. 

Morrison’s study focused on a specific learning context.  Thus, it resembles a classroom 
situation in that the subjects were reporting their use of strategies as they completed a task.  The 
studies by Sanaoui and Leeke and Shaw relied on individual learners reporting through 
interviews outside the classroom.  However, the study is limited in that it only focuses on 
cognitive aspects rather than on the interaction among learners, even though the learners worked 
with someone else.   

In contrast, the study by Qi (2000), described earlier in this chapter, focused on the 
sociocultural aspects of the interaction between the native and nonnative speakers of English.  Qi 
was concerned with how the learners benefited from the interaction in learning cultural aspects 
of the meaning of “culturally loaded words”.  However, this study was not conducted in a 
classroom setting.  The researcher set up times for students to meet with native speakers of 
English to discuss the meanings of eight words.  Qi claims that this kind of interaction, which he 
calls ‘collaborative negotiation’, is helpful for the learners to broaden their knowledge of word 
meaning.  One area that remains unexplored is its benefit for broadening words knowledge in 
general, if the learners focus on aspects of form and use, in addition to meaning. 

The social aspects of vocabulary learning that might be present in the classroom have not 
been a focus of L2 vocabulary research.  Very few classroom interaction studies have focused on 
vocabulary learning.  Markee (2000) reports on the findings of the study of an ESL classroom in 
which students working together in groups constructed the definition of a lexical item (the word 
‘coral’). However, it is important to clarify that this was not part of his research, but something 
that emerged from the data he collected.  In his discussion, Markee points out that through the 
discourse one is able to observe that the learner in this study draws on her knowledge of the 
world to get a better understanding of the meaning of the word ‘coral’.  Another important issue 
is that the definition that the learner builds at the end of the task is the result of a group effort.  In 
his discussion, Markee points out that the structure of the conversation was a resource for the 
learner to understand and acquire, at least in the short term, the meaning of the word ‘coral’.  
One limitation of the study is that it focused on one learner, one word, and a particular instance 
of classroom work.  Moreover, it focused only on word meaning, which is only one aspect of 
word knowledge.  However, considering it was not the main focus of the study, it constitutes an 
important contribution.  This study, as well as the study by Qi (2000), provided evidence for the 
positive role of social interaction in the construction of word meaning in a second language. 

Although the purpose of his study was to demonstrate the appropriateness of CA in the 
study of second language learning, Markee suggests that more studies of this nature are 
necessary to increase understanding of both second language acquisition and the issue of 
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vocabulary learning.  More specifically, he suggests that a close analysis of the discourse be used 
to identify what helps learners understand word definitions and what prevents them from 
understanding.  This suggestion inspired the research questions of the present study.  

In this chapter, I have reviewed different approaches to the study of L2 vocabulary 
learning.  Both the psycholinguistic and the interactionist approaches inform the different aspects 
addressed in this study.  Psycholinguistic research informed the researcher especially in terms of 
word knowledge and the main factors that play an important role in its development (such as L1, 
L2 proficiency, field of study, etc).  The interactonist approach, which mainly examines the form 
of interaction among learners, provides support for the positive role of interaction in language 
learning, and specifically in the learning and development of knowledge about lexical items.  
These two perspectives converge in the research questions that guided the present study, with the 
purpose of examining the elements of interaction that facilitate word knowledge development in 
the conversations among learners.   In the next chapter, the methodology used to conduct this 
study and procedures that utilized in collecting and analyzing the data will be described. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

 

METHODOLOGY 

 
 
 

Introduction 

 
 
The present study is characterized by the use of qualitative methods of data collection and 

data analysis and relies on an interpretive process.  Whereas quantitative studies emphasize 
measurement (in terms of amount or frequency) and causal relationships, qualitative inquiry 
emphasizes process and meaning (Denzin and Lincoln, 1998).   In this study, the researcher 
examined the process of constructing word knowledge through conversations among 
intermediate ESL learners.  The aim was to be able to examine the process in terms of the 
accomplishments of the participants in developing knowledge about the form, meaning, and use 
of unfamiliar words from reading passages.  As Denzin and Lincoln (1998) claim, the emphasis 
on process requires an interpretive, naturalistic approach that examines phenomena in their 
natural settings “attempting to make sense of, or interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings 
that people bring to them” (p.3).  In the present study, the role of peer-interaction in word 
knowledge development has been examined in a classroom setting in natural conversations 
among learners. 

The present study was conducted from an interpretive framework, rather than a 
positivistic one.  Positivism poses that through carefully designed studies, researchers can 
achieve accurate and unambiguous knowledge of a particular issue (Crotty, 1998). In using an 
interpretive approach, the researcher is not concerned with testing a hypothesis.  The study will 
not be conducted in an experimental situation in which variables are controlled in order to 
determine their effect on other variables. In order to address the research questions, the 
researcher is not interested in quantifying the interactional mechanism used by learners in the 
classroom. The researcher explored those mechanisms with the purpose of describing them and 
interpreting their impact on word knowledge construction.   The present study differs from SLA 
interactionist studies in that the instances of pre-established types of negotiation of meaning were 
not quantified, nor was the effectiveness of interaction determined based on the participants’ 
performance on tests.   

The focus is on the process of constructing word knowledge itself and how the learners 
orient their actions to successfully construct knowledge in the conversations (i.e. how they assist 
each other and what resources they use, including definitions, explanations, examples, and 
gestures).  Understanding of the phenomena responds to observation of it and interpretations by 
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participants and the researcher that analyze it.  In contrast to a positivistic approach, the use of 
constructionism assumes that knowledge and reality are “constructed in and out of interaction 
between human beings and their world, and developed and transmitted within an essentially 
social context” (Crotty, 1998, p. 42). 

The present study takes sociocultural theory as a theoretical framework, described in 
Chapter 2.  As DiCamilla and Anton (1997) explain, the sociocultural framework is suited to the 
study of classroom collaboration and discourse in collaborative activity because “the notions that 
the genesis of higher mental functions in humans is social interaction and that language plays a 
critical role in the mediation of social interaction are at the core of the debate” (p.612).   
Vygotsky (1978) outlines certain methodological characteristics, which establish the reliance on 
qualitative strategies.  Vygotsky (1978) establishes the importance of the analysis of process 
(rather than objects). The result of this type of analysis “will be neither a purely psychological 
structure such as descriptive psychology, nor a simple sum of elementary processes such as 
associationistic psychology saw it, but a qualitative new form that appears in the process of 
development” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 65).  The emphasis is on a developmental analysis that 
revisits the source and rebuilds all the developmental points of a situation.  This type of analysis 
“reveals real, causal or dynamic relations as opposed to enumeration of a process’s outer 
features, that is, explanatory not descriptive analysis”(Vygotsky, 1978, p. 65).  

In discussing the applications of SCT to SLA research, Lantolf and Appel (1994) point 
out: “By observing precisely how subjects integrate the auxiliary means into the task, including 
linguistic signs, the process under investigation is brought to the surface and made observable” 
(p. 25-26).  In this study, the researcher observed how the participants integrated peer-
collaboration mechanisms in the development of word knowledge.  She analyzed episodes of 
peer-interaction in the classroom in which adult ESL learners assisted each other to gain word 
knowledge through discourse, within a sociocultural perspective.   

Language learning takes place through microgenesis, a dynamic transformative process, 
i.e “cognitive development that occurs moment by moment in social interaction” (Ohta, 2001, p. 
54). Thus, the researcher worked under the assumption that cognitive aspects of word knowledge 
development can be observed in the collaborative interactions of learners in the classroom and 
that social interaction facilitates peer-assistance, which in turn facilitates cognitive development.   
As Ohta (2001) argues, in peer-interaction social and cognitive aspects are intertwined. By 
examining instances of peer-interaction it was possible to identify aspects that facilitate the 
development of word knowledge.  This was possible through a microgenetic analysis of the 
conversations among participants.  

This chapter begins with a brief report on the pilot study that the researcher conducted 
and its contributions in the shaping of the research questions of the present study.  Next, the 
researcher presents a description of the participants and the setting.  An explanation of the data 
collection and analysis procedures follows. The chapter ends with a discussion of rigor and 
quality issues (trustworthiness). 

 

 

The Pilot Study 

 
 
The researcher conducted a pilot study simulating Markee’s (2000) study on the 

construction of the meaning of the word ‘coral’ by a group of ESL learners.  Three adult ESL 
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learners from different linguistic and cultural backgrounds and different L2 proficiency levels11 
participated in the pilot study.  As in the class activity described by Markee (2000) in his report 
of the data, the students read a text and completed several activities, mainly involving discussion 
and summary of the main ideas.  The construction of the meaning of the word ‘coral’ was a 
spontaneous event.  The participants in Markee’s study were not instructed to discuss word 
meaning. 

In the pilot study, the participants were asked to read the text individually, underline 
words they were not familiar with, discuss the ideas in the text with their classmates, summarize 
the information, and prepare a short presentation.    The 45-minute activity was audio and 
videotaped and transcribed by the researcher.  The participants were not instructed to talk about 
the words, but since they did not do so spontaneously, the researcher asked them to discuss the 
words they had underlined. This was the task that the researcher had special interest in.  This 
event revealed the importance of establishing vocabulary building explicitly as a task.  One 
possible interpretation is that the unfamiliar words were probably not so relevant to the overall 
idea of the text and the participants were able to understand and summarize the information 
without having to look them up in a dictionary or ask someone else.  Another interpretation is 
that they were more concerned with achieving the goal (i.e. summarizing the text) than with 
learning new words.  In fact, they underlined more words than they discussed.  Perhaps they 
were so focused on writing the summary that they may have thought that they were taking too 
much time to talk about the words.    

Overall, the task seemed to facilitate discussion and understanding of word meaning.  
Expertise was a feature of all participants because vocabulary knowledge is not necessarily a 
function of proficiency level. Every participant made a contribution in the conversation that 
helped the others either understand the meaning or become familiar with the spoken form of a 
word, regardless of their proficiency level.  On one occasion, the least proficient learner provided 
the correct pronunciation of a word that the intermediate participant was using to explain the 
meaning of a word that the advanced learner did not know.  On a few occasions, there were 
words that the advanced learner did not know that the intermediate learner explained (the words 
were names of illnesses, such as migraine and arthritis, which were cognates for the Spanish 
speaker).   However, familiarity with the L2 words was not always enough to provide assistance: 
it was sometimes difficult for the students (especially at the lower proficiency levels) to explain 
word meaning, even if they knew it.  Most of the words they discussed were abstract and they 
were trying to provide concrete examples that would help others understand the meaning of the 
word.  This might be the reason why the intermediate learners used gestures and/or provided 
examples that might have helped the others understand, at least partially, the meaning of the new 
word. It might have been one way to compensate for the inability to provide definitions. Non-
verbal communication seemed to play an important role in the explanations that one of the 
learners provided.  Definitions and examples were characteristic features of the conversations 
aimed at building word knowledge.   

The data seemed to indicate that the fact that they were familiar with different words 
seems to have contributed positively to the development of knowledge and played a role in 
establishing all participants as capable of providing assistance.  Their participation in the task 
may also have fostered language skills development in other ways.  When the “less familiar” 
student asked the “more familiar” student to explain (provide definitions and examples), both 

                                                 
11 Learner 1 (female, Chinese, low intermediate); Learner 2: (male, Spanish, high intermediate); Learner 3 (male, 

Arabic, advanced)   
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students benefited: the “less familiar” student gains familiarity with the new items while the 
“more familiar” student was compelled to speak in the L2 until the other student understood.  
This exchange involved more cognitive processing on the part of the participants, and might 
have help them develop fluency in the L2 and build confidence in their performance.   

Based on the observations reported above, the researcher formulated the research 
questions of the present study, presented in Chapter 1.  Also based on the pilot study, the 
researcher decided to direct learners to discuss vocabulary and to include gestures in the 
transcripts.  In addition, the researcher decided to conduct the study in a classroom, throughout 
the course of an intact five-week session to have the opportunity to observe the mechanisms of 
peer-interaction several times.  A description of the participants, settings and procedures is 
presented in the following section.   

 

 

The Setting 

 
 
The present study was conducted in an intensive English institute at a university in the 

Southeastern United States.   This particular program provides second language learners with the 
opportunity to develop their English skills in five areas: grammar, composition, reading, 
listening, and speaking to four groups of students (ranging from elementary to advanced). The 
students are mostly young adults who come to the United States to either prepare for university 
studies or to have a linguistic and cultural experience. They come from different linguistic and 
cultural backgrounds, predominantly Asian, but also Middle Eastern, Latin American, African 
and, occasionally, European countries.  The students are tested prior to the beginning of each 
session in order to place them in groups according to their proficiency levels.   An intermediate 
reading class was selected to participate.  The researcher was the instructor of that particular 
class.  Issues related to researcher involvement will be discussed later in this chapter, under 
“Establishing Trustworthiness”.   
 

The Course 

 
An intermediate to high-intermediate reading class was selected to participate in this 

study because of the learners’ ability to take part in conversations and communicate ideas.  This 
proficiency level also indicated that there were a number of words that they still needed to 
acquire.  Also, reading tasks present an opportunity for students to learn about vocabulary given 
the context and the immediacy of the text (i.e. the students have direct access to the written form 
of the word).  The course was designed to review intensive reading skills (skimming, scanning, 
identifying main ideas, details, etc.) and develop critical thinking as well as research skills.  
Intensive reading activities entailed text-analysis to look for specific information and details, 
usually utilizing short articles from the textbook. The curriculum also included extensive 
reading, which, on the contrary, focuses on exposure to the language, on main ideas rather than 
single words or structures.  Novels and/or short stories are used in extensive reading activities.  
The purpose of reading extensively is to increase reading rate.12   

                                                 
12 The systematic inclusion of extensive reading in the curriculum is influenced by the dissertation of Kennell 
(2002). 
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Intensive reading activities provide opportunities for the learners to work on vocabulary 
in context.  Extensive reading activities did not provide opportunities for the learners to 
participate in vocabulary tasks.  In order to address the research questions presented above, the 
researcher videotaped entire class sessions, but focused on activities specifically designed for 
learners to build on their knowledge of vocabulary.   

Regarding vocabulary, the curriculum guidelines indicate that developing vocabulary is 
one of the objectives of the course, along with the reading skills mentioned above.  Because of 
the type of program this is, the guidelines also indicate that the vocabulary to which students are 
exposed should be academic because most students transfer to college after this level. The use of 
academic texts in intensive reading sessions determines the kind of vocabulary that will be 
discussed in class.  The textbook13 has expository kinds of texts, which include a greater amount 
of nouns than verbs, which are more common in narrative texts.  
 In each intensive reading session, the instructor asked the students to underline unfamiliar 
words and discuss their meaning with other students.  Students worked in groups of three, which 
the researcher considers an appropriate number so that each student had an opportunity to 
participate based on her experience in the pilot study.  Once they finished reading individually, 
they were asked focus on the vocabulary, first individually and then as a group.  The learners 
were asked to identify unfamiliar words and write them on index cards, which they use as a 
guide in the group discussions.    

Regarding word knowledge, it was assumed that knowledge of a particular word might 
range from no previous exposure to ability to use the word.  That is to say, some students might 
not have seen the word before, while others might be familiar with it, understand its meaning, or 
use it on a regular basis.  As explained in the previous chapter, word knowledge is highly 
dependent on individual language learning experiences. Given the difference in L1 backgrounds 
and L2 exposure/experiences, it was assumed that the participants would bring different 
questions and knowledge to the conversations.  Other factors, such as the participants’ field of 
study and exposure to the L2, determine the students’ capacity to recognize and use words.  The 
class met one hour daily, four or five days a week.    

The Participants 

The participants in this study were seven adult ESL learners in the Intensive English 
Program mentioned.  At the beginning of the session, eight students were enrolled in the class.  
After the first week of classes, one of the students dropped out of the school.  The other seven 
students opted to participate in the study and signed the consent forms.  In this section, 
background information on the participants is presented.  Pseudonyms were chosen to disguise 
the participants’ identities.  The students who participated in the study were:  Anne, Charlie, 
Eddy, Frank, John, Mary, and Mike.  Table 1 shows the countries of origin, L1s, proficiency 
levels, and TOEFL scores. Proficiency levels and Pre-TOEFL scores are based on the scores 
prior to data collection (June 2003).  The scores were obtained at the end of the previous session 
(in the case of Anne, Mary, and Eddy) or the placement testing at the beginning of the session (in 
the case of Charlie, Frank, John, and Mike).  Post TOEFL scores reflect the score obtained in the 
Institutional TOEFL administered at the end of the session (August 2003). 
 
 

                                                 
13 Anderson, N. J.  (2003). Active Skills for Reading: Book 3.  Boston: Heinle and Heinle. 
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Table 1 
 

Participants’ Background 
 

Name Age Country L1 Proficiency 

Level 

(Reading)
14

Pre-

TOEFL 

Score  

Post 

TOEFL 

Score 

# of prior 

sessions at 

site 

Anne 20 Korea Korean 6 493 N/A 3 

Charlie 26 Taiwan Chinese 6 510 530 0 

Eddy 20 Ecuador Spanish 5 513 517 3 

Frank 26 Tanzania Swahili 6 453 500 0 

John 26 Japan Japanese 5 510 523 0 

Mary 26 Mexico Spanish 5 487 483 1 

Mike 28 Korea Korean 6 530 557 0 

 
  
 
 

As shown in Table 1, the group was very homogenous in age.  However, the languages 
varied and so did the proficiency levels, as measured by the TOEFL scores also varied widely, 
but the reading levels did not.  The participants’ interests as well as their purpose for learning 
English were also different: two of the students were only interested in learning English, while 
five of the participants were preparing to enter university.  

Anne had enrolled at the school in January of 2003 (six moths prior to her participation in 
the study). She started in the beginning and low intermediate levels in all skills and had advanced 
to the intermediate class.  In her native country, Korea, she had studied at the university for two 
years.  Her purpose was to spend a year in the US to learn English before returning to Korea to 
finish her studies.     
 The session in which the data were collected was Charlie’s first and only one in the 
school.  He had been admitted to graduate school in the university in which the intensive English 
school is located.  He decided to enroll in the language school to improve his English skills 
before starting his graduate program in Computer Science the following semester (Fall 2003).  

Eddy had enrolled in the school six months prior to the data collection phase.  Like Anne, 
he had started in the low intermediate level.  He had come to the US to spend a year with his 
relative and learn English.  He was a student of Law at a University in Ecuador.  He went back to 
Ecuador to complete his academic program at the end of the session.    

Frank enrolled in the school the same session in which the data were collected.  He came 
to the US with the intention of going to college to get a degree in Business. He had a strong 
English background because he had followed the British curriculum in high school in Tanzania. 
He had read extensively in English.  He had the strongest communication skills in the class in 
both speaking and writing. 

                                                 
14 The descriptors for intermediate and high intermediate reading used at the site read: Learner “can read 
independently for main idea, with little loss of detail.  Speed is acceptable, but may be too slow to cover university 
level course requirements.  Comprehension is generally accurate, although written language features such as 
relativizations may still cause problems.”  A student in level 5 is at the lower end of the spectrum, while a student in 
level 6 is at the higher end.   
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John had been admitted to a graduate program in International Affairs, which he was 
going to start the following semester.  Like Charlie, he decided to arrive early to enroll in an 
intensive English program before entering the university.  

Mary had enrolled in the school the session prior to the one in which the data were 
collected.  She had lived in the area for about a year because of her husband’s employment.  She 
decided to study English because she was considering the possibility of continuing her studies at 
the university.  In Mexico, she had obtained a Bachelor’s degree in Accounting.   

Mike enrolled in the program during the first week of classes.  He had arrived in order to 
a start a graduate program in engineering the following semester (Fall 2003). Like Charlie and 
John, Mike wanted to improve his English skills before starting his graduate program.   

 

 

Data Collection  

 

 
Data were collected throughout a five-week term.  Only class sessions that provide 

opportunities for learners to discuss vocabulary in groups (i.e. in intensive reading sessions) were 
selected for analysis.  Those class sessions were videotaped in order to capture all verbal and 
non-verbal behavior, which is important because the learners used gestures to compensate for 
their linguistic knowledge gaps (as determined in the pilot study). Each class was one hour long 
and the videotape ran for the duration of the class.   One digital video camera, with two external 
omni-directional microphones, was used in order to collect data from each group.  The video 
camera had two audio channels, thus allowing for the audio input from each microphone to be 
recorded independently.  The microphones were placed on a desk in the center of the group.  

The groups changed every class session, so different students formed the groups during 
the data collection.  The reason that the groups were not set for the whole session is that the class 
was small and data collection would have been compromised if one of the participants was 
absent, chose not to participate, or dropped out of the study.  In fact, Anne and Mike were very 
inconstant with attendance; thus, there were two groups of three most of the time.  The 
videotapes were used to transcribe, code, and analyze both verbal and non-verbal interaction 
among learners.   

 In addition, post hoc assessment instruments were designed in order to test the 
knowledge the learners had developed about particular vocabulary items discussed in class.  
These were built into the course design as vocabulary quizzes or review activities designed by 
the researcher during the data collection phase.  Each student was asked to provide a list of the 
words with which they were not familiar after reading the texts. The words were written on index 
cards, which the researcher collected at the end of class.  This allowed the researcher to decide 
which words should be included in the follow-ups  (i.e. according to knowledge the students 
were developing).  Table 2 presents the types of follow-up activities conducted throughout the 
data collection phase.   
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Table 2 

Assessment Activities  

Type Description Units -Topic Tape 

Quiz  Each learner wrote a definition, 
explanation, and/or sentence 

including a word that they were 
unfamiliar with prior to class. 

Units 6  - Chapters 1 
and 2 

(Money) 

Tape 3 

Review 1 Presentation: Each learner was 
assigned five words that they had 
to explain to the rest of the class. 

Unit 7 - Chapters 1 
and 2 

(Fashion and Style) 

Tape 4 

Review 2 Each learner picked two words 
from a set of cards that they had to 

explain to the rest of the class 

Unit 8 – Chapters 1 
and 2 

(Education) 

Tape 8 

Review Game: One learner explains a 

word for his team to guess its 
form. 

All Tape 9 

  

 The quizzes contained a list of words that the participants had to define and include in a 
sentence. The oral assessments were conducted as classroom activities in two different ways:  (1) 
each learner was assigned words that they had to explain to the class, (2) each learner selected a 
card which contained a word and had to present information about an item, without showing it or 
telling others, so that the other learners in their team could guess.  Both types of follow-up 
activities provided information on the participants’ ability to use the words and their familiarity 
with the meaning.  The shift to follow-up is justified from an instructional point of view: 
assessment became a classroom activity that all learners could benefit from.  This issue will be 
discussed in Chapter 5. 

Transcripts 

Using the videotapes, the researcher transcribed and analyzed group activities that 
promoted discussion of aspects of word knowledge while students worked in groups. In addition, 
the researcher reviewed the data for the whole lesson in order to provide a description of the 
whole class. This procedure allowed her to notice any other relevant data. Data from other 
activities considered important was recorded as well. For example, at the end of the course, the 
participants met with the researcher to discuss their thoughts about the reading class.  The 
researcher decided to videotape this session in order to analyze the comments about vocabulary-
related group activities, which revealed the participants’ view about them (discussed in Chapter 4 
and Chapter 5). 
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The conventions used for the transcripts are those used by Markee (2000).15  However, 
the researcher went a step further to include thorough description of the gestures used by the 
students when assisting others by explaining word features.   The researcher used the 
classification of gestures proposed by Kraus, Chen, and Gottesman (2000), presented in Chapter 
2.  Based on the data from the pilot study, deictic gestures were very commonly used, especially 
to point at words in the texts that the learners did not know.  These were included in the 
transcripts. Lexical gestures were often used by one of the participants in the pilot study as the 
learners acted out situations that would help him explain the meanings of several words.  
Gestures were very important because they were an important part of the definitions, 
explanations, and examples the learners provide, as will be described in Chapter 4.  
 
 

Data Analysis 

 
 
The kind of analysis that was conducted was a microgenetic analysis, in which “the 

interest is in the reorganization and development of mediation over a relatively short span of 
time” (Lantolf, 2000, p.3). Analysis of the discursive practices of learners engaged in 
conversation allowed researchers to get a better understanding of how knowledge is socially 
constructed.  The analysis focused on the instances in which learners constructed word 
knowledge and how that knowledge develops through discourse.  By focusing on discourse, it 
was possible to examine development in progress.  “Microgenesis is cognitive development that 
occurs moment by moment in social interaction.  Microanalysis of learner discourse in its 
sequential context allows the researcher to examine this process in flight” (Ohta, 2000, p.54). 
This level of analysis was possible because the conversations were videotaped and transcribed by 
the researcher herself, who became closely engaged with the data.  The fact that the researcher 
was the instructor also facilitated the process because she had the opportunity to be there at all 
times while the data were being collected. 

Because of its compatibility with microgenetic analysis and the objectives of the present 
study, the researcher used Conversation Analysis (CA) as proposed by Markee (2000) as a tool.  
This variety of conversation analysis derives from ethnomethodological approaches used in 
sociology.  This approach focuses on specific events.  According to Psathas (1995), CA sets 
previous and future events aside; focusing on what the participants do at the particular moment 
of interest to the researcher.   That is to say, it is concerned with the discovery, description, and 
analysis of the “here and now.”    Markee (2000) adopted this methodology to study second 
language learning in the classroom and claimed it has the potential to contribute to the 
development of the field of SLA.     

It is important to understand CA’s theoretical and methodological implications in order to 
explain the coding and analysis procedures.  CA was selected as the method of analysis because 
it focuses on conversations, excluding other forms of discourse, and the study focuses on 
conversations among learners  (Larsen-Freeman and Long, 1991).  The authors point out that 
discourse analysis is more general in that it includes other oral communication forms, such as 
lectures and monologues as well as written texts.  Markee (2000) explains that discourse analysis 
is concerned with general aspects of form and function, with an emphasis on syntax and features 

                                                 
15 (See Appendix A for a list of the conventions).   
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such as cohesion.  In contrast, CA is concerned with understanding the practices of the 
participants in a conversation.  

CA was also chosen because it allowed the researcher the freedom to analyze the data 
without predetermined categories, which is important because the researcher attempted to 
describe the interactions among learners in terms of their achievements in developing word 
knowledge in the conversations, rather than the interactional features per se.  Studies in the 
interactionist framework (e.g. Ellis and He, 1999) are characterized by the use of predetermined 
categories of negotiation of meaning (clarification requests, comprehension checks, confirmation 
checks) to classify the types of interactions among learners.  As Lazaraton (2002) explains, the 
purpose of such studies is to identify relevant features and quantify and analyze them through 
statistical procedures.   Psathas (1995) points out that the use of categories may obscure or distort 
and limit interactional phenomena by forcing pre-formulated types on the data.  He adds that this 
system ignores the local context of the data and its relevance to the meanings produced in 
conversation.   

CA, on the other hand, does not work with a priori categories.  The categories emerge 
from the data.  According to Psathas (1995), CA focuses on:  

the ways members orient their actions to each other, within the practical constraints such 
actions produce. Social actions occur in a context, the context provided by prior and next 
actions, the presence of others, the formulations and reformulation of meanings, of what 
has been (or is about to be) done, and the setting’s own accountable character, as found in 
what and how members orient to such matters (p. 65).   

 
Although CA has its origins outside the field of education16, it has become a commonly 

used research tool in many fields. Its use in SLA research is beginning to grow (as shown in the 
studies by Markee and Ohta).  As mentioned above, the particular variety of CA used in this 
study is that proposed by Markee (2000), which he defines as a form of analysis of 
conversational data (ACD) that demonstrates “the sequential structure of talk-in-interaction” (p. 
25) in terms of the participants’ preferences in conversational behavior and its relevance to the 
activities in which participants are involved.  Markee (2000) and Ohta (2001) used CA in their 
studies of second language classrooms. Markee (2000) has articulated the arguments for the use 
of CA in SLA studies.  He claims that CA can make contributions to this field because it 
provides a method for studying in detail the ways in which students use talk as a tool to learn in a 
moment-by-moment basis, which, according to the author is an area that has been largely ignored 
by SLA researchers.  “CA represents one way of demonstrating how micro-moments of socially 
distributed cognition instantiated in conversational behavior contribute to observable changes in 
participants’ states of knowing and using new language” (Markee, 2000, p. 3-4). 

Markee’s approach is compatible with the theoretical framework used in this study.  As 
discussed in the previous chapter, sociocultural theory attempts to account for both internal and 
external factors in learning and development.  In explaining his theoretical orientations, Markee 
(2000) argues that “it seems clear that the idea that cognition is a not solely individual but also a 
socially distributed phenomenon that is observable in members’ conversational behaviors must 
oblige social interactionist researchers in SLA to reconsider the idea that cognition is exclusively 
instantiated in the minds of the individuals” (Markee, 2000, p. 31).  Thus, this variety of CA is 

                                                 
16 See Psathas (1995) and Markee (2000, p.23-25) for a historical review of CA.  
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compatible with the theoretical framework and the research questions that guided the present 
study, which addresses vocabulary learning, taking into account both cognitive aspects and 
external factors.    

In his study, Markee applied this technique to study how a group of learners co-
constructed the meaning of the word ‘coral’ working as a group.  Markee concluded that the 
structure of the conversation was a resource for the learner to understand and acquire, at least in 
the short term, the meaning of the word ‘coral’.  He argues that he was able to observe this 
process through the use of CA.  In the case of the present study, the purpose was to investigate 
how knowledge of word features (not limited to meaning) develops through the conversation 
among learners.  Thus, the researcher considered that CA would enable her to approach the data 
in a way that allowed to address the first research question appropriately.   

Moreover, Markee claims that the methodology can assist researchers in “identifying 
both successful and unsuccessful learning behaviors, at least in the short term” and “showing 
how meaning is constructed as a socially distributed phenomenon” (p.45).  Thus, it was the 
appropriate methodology to use in this study in order to explore how word knowledge develops 
through conversations among learners with the purpose of determining what elements lead to 
successful and unsuccessful word knowledge development (as stated in the third research 
question).  This aspect will be discussed in more detail in the following section. 

 
Coding and Procedures 

 
As mentioned above, of the entire collection of classroom episodes gathered for the 

present study, the researcher focused on instances of peer interaction that reflect construction of 
word knowledge.   As mentioned above in the description of the course, the vocabulary activities 
were built in the classes and learners were asked to focus on the vocabulary to which they were 
exposed through the texts.  Based on her experience in working with the data collected for the 
pilot study, the researcher determined it was appropriate to single out the instances for their 
analysis. In the first stage of transcript coding, the researcher identified those instances (extended 
conversational sequences).  These constituted the units of analysis.  For the purpose of this study, 
the sequences were denominated vocabulary related episodes (VRE), defined as a series of turns 
in conversation in which the participants’ aim is to construct knowledge about one vocabulary 
item.  The number and nature of instances varied from class to class according to factors such as 
proficiency levels, difficulty and relevance of words to the text, how comfortable students feel 
when asking others to explain the meanings of words, and how familiar they were with the 
unknown words. 

In order to recognize VREs, the researcher identified the opening and closing of each 
sequence through questions or actions that the participants used to call the other participants’ 
attention to specific words with the purpose of asking them to clarify the meaning.  Based on the 
data from the pilot study, sequence openers could be verbal (e.g. Do you know the meaning 
of…” or “I don’t know this word”) or non-verbal (e.g. pointing at a word and showing the text to 
another learner).    A closing turn might be an expression such as “OK”, “Yes”, “I got it” or 
“thank you”.  

The researcher proceeded to analyze the VREs to address the specific research questions 
of this study, i.e. 
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1. How does a group of intermediate ESL learners assist each other in vocabulary-related 
group activities? 

2. What evidence of word knowledge development is present  
a. in the vocabulary-related episodes (VRE)? 
b. in the follow-up activities?  

3. What aspects of the interaction among adult ESL learners  
a. facilitate word knowledge construction and development? 
b. constrain word knowledge construction and development? 

In light of the research questions, the researcher identified two aspects that needed to be 
identified in each VRE: collaborative interaction mechanisms and features of word knowledge 
development. In terms of peer-interaction, the researcher did not base the coding and analysis on 
any specific categories.  The researcher expected that these mechanisms specific to vocabulary 
tasks emerged from the analysis of the VREs.  Thus, it was expected that categories that address 
peer-interaction in conversations about words emerge from the data.  The emergence of those 
categories allowed the researcher to describe the characteristics of the conversation that seem 
relevant for the collaborative construction of word knowledge, addressing the first research 
question.  The findings are discussed in the first section of Chapter 4.    

Regarding word knowledge, some categories were identified in the review of literature. In 
order to code for development of word knowledge, the researcher identified in each episode the 
different aspects of word knowledge: form, meaning, and use (Nation, 1990).  These three 
constituted codes used by the researcher in the analysis phase.  It was predicted that students 
were likely to emphasize meaning because the activity was dependent on a reading passage, but 
the researcher considered that group work presented opportunities for them to discuss other 
aspects. Thus, it was important to take into account the three aspects.   The researcher was also 
interested in evidence within each sequence that the participants developed word knowledge in 
communication.  From the researcher’s experience in the pilot study, the participants sometimes 
provided verbal and nonverbal indications that they had understood the meaning of the words 
that other participants were trying to explain.  Other forms of evidence could include word 
repetition, note taking, or use of the word in a new sentence.  In her analysis of the VREs, the 
researcher was able to address the first part of the second research question.  The second part of 
this question was addressed by examining follow-up activities and determining whether the 
learners were able to explain the meaning of a word they did not know and/or use it correctly in a 
new context. 

The last research question links the answers to the first two questions in an attempt to 
determine the effectiveness of the various conversational features in the participants’ 
development of word knowledge. The researcher selected instances in which there was evidence 
of word knowledge development (based on the ones identified to address question # 2) and 
identified interactional features that are present in the conversations that lead to those instances. 
The last stage in the data analysis process was to compare the findings across sequences to be 
able to identify the range of interactional mechanisms and their effects on word knowledge 
development.  This procedure also constituted an opportunity to trace the use and development 
of the different vocabulary items to determine which mechanisms the learners relied on more 
frequently, an indication that those helped them to develop word knowledge.    
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Establishing Trustworthiness 

  
 
Because this study relied on qualitative methods of data collection and analysis, the term 

trustworthiness is used instead of the traditional terms validity and reliability.   As Denzin and 
Lincoln (1994) explain, the issues of validity and reliability have been approached from different 
perspectives in qualitative research.  In order to deal with such issues, qualitative researchers use 
concepts that are more appropriate given that the techniques commonly utilized are different 
from those used in quantitative studies.  Other criteria of rigor are necessary to ensure the quality 
of interpretive research. Guba and Lincoln (1989) refer to this process as achieving 
trustworthiness and proposed the following criteria: credibility, transferability, dependability, 
and confirmability.  In this section, these issues will be addressed as they relate to the present 
study. 

Guba and Lincoln (1989) utilize the concept credibility to refer to what in positivistic 
research terms is known as internal validity.  In experimental situations, researchers control a 
variable to evaluate their impact on another variable and establish causal relationships between 
the variables.  Internal validity refers to the confidence that the results can be attributed to the 
control of a variable.  Because this is not the case in the present study, the concept of credibility 
is more appropriate for the validation of the findings is conducted through description and 
explanations.  The authors suggest that threats to the credibility of qualitative studies can be 
addressed through different mechanisms, among which they mention prolonged engagement and 
persistent observation.  One of the methodological strengths of this study is that it was conducted 
throughout a five-week session.  A total of ten classes were videotaped, with two groups 
participating in vocabulary-related group activities.  This guaranteed that the participants 
engaged in vocabulary building tasks several times and data were collected at different points in 
time. It also allowed the researcher to observe what happened in class before and after each 
vocabulary discussion episode. These repeated observations afforded an in-depth analysis of the 
data, allowing the researcher to draw conclusions on the basis of solid data.  Also, it allowed the 
researcher to study words that were repeated throughout data collection, providing opportunities 
for obtaining several interactions about the same word.  In addition, the researcher collected the 
index cards used by participants during the discussion.  Another activity that was videotaped was 
a session in which learners gave the researcher feedback about the reading class.  Some of the 
comments were directly related to vocabulary-learning group activities, and were used in the 
discussion of the findings (Chapter 5).  The researcher collected data from different sources: the 
videotaped conversations, the quizzes, the index cards, and the follow-up activities.  

According to Guba and Lincoln (1989), another way of strengthening credibility in 
qualitative studies is by discussing findings and conclusions with a peer. This procedure is 
known as peer debriefing. Another doctoral candidate from the same academic program verified 
the findings of this study.  She was also conducting dissertation research within the same 
theoretical framework.  This person was involved throughout the whole study from the pilot to 
the elaboration of the prospectus to the data analysis, engaging in periodical discussions with the 
researcher in order to refine the purpose, questions, and procedures of the study.  This person’s 
familiarity with the purpose and methods of the study as well as with the techniques of 
microgenetic analysis and conversation analysis enabled her to confirm the findings of the study.   
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A check procedure was conducted to verify and validate the codes the researcher 
identified in the data.  In a meeting with her colleague, the researcher defined VREs, assistance 
mechanisms, facilitative and constraining aspects and presented examples of the different 
mechanisms.  She also presented examples of the different types of evidence found in the data.   
Initially, the researcher intended to follow inter-observer reliability procedures (Lincoln and 
Guba, 1985), by asking the qualified peer to code transcripts in order to compare her codes with 
those of the researcher.  However, the researcher realized that although her peer’s codes 
coincided with her own, her peer did not notice all the mechanism that the researcher had 
identified.  This procedure was not viable given the level of involvement the researcher had with 
the data.  To this respect, Morse (1998) points out: 

This process actually violates the process of induction, because the first investigator has a 
bank of knowledge from conducting other interviews and from observing that the second 
researcher does not have.  As the process of inductive qualitative inquiry frequently 
depends on insight and on the process of linking data (both among categories and with 
established theory), expecting another investigator to have the same insight from a 
limited data base is unrealistic (p. 77). 

In the case of the present study, the researcher was the instructor of the class, so was 
there at all times during the data collection period.  She watched the videos before transcribing 
them and went back over the transcripts several times, adding codes (if necessary) as her views 
and interpretations expanded and matured.  As Morse explains, it was unrealistic to expect the 
qualified peer to have the same codes after reading an excerpt once.  As a result, the procedure 
was changed.  The qualified peer was asked to examine a portion of the coded transcripts, 
proceeding to review a random sample of 11 coded VREs (approximately 15% of the VREs).  A 
discussion was established throughout the whole process, which can be described as one of 
arriving at consensus in the discussion between the researcher and the qualified peer.    

The qualified peer validated not only the examples presented to her at the beginning, but 
also the codes assigned by the researcher, thus verifying the accuracy of the researcher’s 
interpretations and their relationship with the data.  Moreover, the discussion served to deepen 
the analysis of the transcripts and reach consensus in those issues in which their views differed.  
One specific change resulting from this discussion was the removal of one category of the types 
of evidence (related to research question 2), which in her view overlapped with other categories.  
Upon discussion of the issue, the researcher and her peer decided to eliminate that category and 
collapse the data into the other already identified categories.  

The second criteria Guba and Lincoln (1989) present is transferability.  This concept 
parallels external validity, defined as the extent to which findings apply to other people or 
settings, also called generalizability. In qualitative research, as Lincoln (1995) explains, it is 
important to think about how one’s findings may be useful to the community of readers.  
Description becomes an important element when considering transferability. The goal is that the 
audience decides if the researcher’s findings apply to their own settings and how they might be 
similar or different if conducted in other settings.  In the present study, the researcher 
accomplished that by providing rich description of setting, the course, the activities, and the 
participants (proficiency and language learning experiences) earlier in this chapter.  In addition, 
thorough description of the conversations among learners that led to the development of word 
knowledge was achieved by transcribing the videotaped interactions and reporting the data 
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thoroughly (excerpts are presented in Chapter 4).  These are opportunities for readers to have 
more accurate and complete “pictures” of the setting and conversations in order  to determine 
how the results may apply to other settings, facilitating transferability.   

Description not only allows the readers to interpret the findings and apply them to other 
contexts, but also gives the researchers credibility.  In addition, it relates to the last two concepts 
proposed by Guba and Lincoln (1989): dependability and confirmability, which are closely 
related to the interpretation of the findings.  Dependability refers to the stability of the data.  
Within positivistic frameworks, dependability could be threatened by changes in the design 
caused by methodological decisions made by the researcher.  However, the authors point out that 
in qualitative studies any changes show the maturation process and are signs of a successful 
inquiry. One way to insure quality in this respect is through documentation.  The researcher 
documented the data collection process and described it in detail through the notes she took 
while students were working together.  The other way of ensuring quality is through 
confirmability, making the research available for an audit to insure that the discussion and 
conclusions fall from the data.  In this case, the researcher presented transcripts and video 
excerpts for consideration of a colleague and discussed the interpretations with her peer and with 
the professors directing this dissertation.   

To summarize, interpretation, as Janesick (2000) explains, is a matter of describing the 
data thoroughly (dependability) and discussing how the results fall logically from the description 
(confirmability).  In other words, it must be clear that the explanation corresponds with the 
description.  Qualitative researchers are committed to providing thorough description of the 
setting, the participants, and procedures.  Another important issue that must be discussed is the 
background of the researcher. 
  
The Researcher 

 
Another important issue in interpretive research is the researcher’s perspective, which 

Lincoln (1995) refers to as positionality.   Richardson (1994) claims that our observations 
depend on our perspective.  She emphasizes the importance of stating the researcher’s position in 
relation to the research questions, the subjects, and the setting.  This implies that the researcher 
should provide background information about him/herself and his relationship to the places and 
the people involved in the study.   

The researcher is Venezuelan and a native speaker of Spanish.  She has a Bachelor’s 
Degree (1997) in Teaching English as a Second Language from Universidad Metropolitana 
(Caracas, Venezuela).  She came to the United States in 1998 to pursue graduate studies in 
Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages. At the time the data were collected (Summer 
2003) she had 4 years of experience in teaching EFL in Venezuela and 2 and a half years 
teaching ESL to international students (mainly young adults) in the above mentioned Intensive 
English Program.   

Her interest in vocabulary learning in a second language began with her early experience 
in teaching EFL in Venezuela.  Part of her teaching experience at that time was teaching English 
as a foreign language to children.  At that level, the emphasis is on vocabulary building, which 
increased her interest in the topic.  This interest has been reshaped throughout her graduate 
studies.  Her experience in teaching ESL made her very interested in opportunities to learn 
vocabulary in the classroom. She had developed several strategies to present and review 
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vocabulary in different classes.  However, she also became aware of the potential opportunities 
students had to learn vocabulary while interacting with other students.  

Having learned English as an adult, the researcher is familiar with the experiences of 
participants trying to learn new words in English.  She often tries different techniques to help 
ESL students learn and raise awareness of the importance of building vocabulary.  Based on her 
experience as an ESL instructor, the researcher was able to determine some words with which 
learners of different backgrounds may have difficulties.  Most importantly, being a non-native 
speaker of English, the researcher was able to understand why words were difficult or confusing.   

Another aspect that must be considered is the involvement of the researcher in the setting 
in which the study will be conducted. The researcher had been an instructor in the site in which 
the data will be collected for over two years at the time the data were collected.  She was very 
familiar with the dynamics of the school and the students that usually attend the school.  This 
situation provided the opportunity to conduct the pilot study, which allowed her to examine the 
feasibility of the study and shape the research questions and methods.  This level of involvement 
with the study might be considered to generate bias in the analysis of the data.  However, it is 
important to remember that no a priori categories were set in order to identify the interactional 
mechanisms that the researcher expects to observe in the data.    

Being part of the setting helped the researcher relate to both teachers and learners in 
particular ways.  The other instructors perceived the researcher as “one of them” and cooperated 
with the researcher by facilitating data collection and providing information about the 
participants and their performance in other classes.  The researcher easily related to the students 
given that, as mentioned above, English was not her first language, that she learned it as an adult, 
and that she moved to the US only 4 ½ years ago in order to start graduate school.  Therefore, it 
was easier for the researcher to understand how they felt in the new country and the new 
environment and what they are experiencing.  This relationship with both teachers and learners 
was an advantage because it meant that the researcher was able to see the issue from both 
perspectives.  It is also important to mention that the participants perceived the researcher as an 
instructor, rather than as a researcher, which was an advantage given that researchers from an 
external institution are sometimes perceived as strangers.  The participants were willing to 
cooperate with the researcher and got involved in setting up the equipment before each class. 

The dual role of the researcher, as a researcher and as an instructor constitutes another 
relevant quality issue.  The role of the instructor in facilitating peer collaboration in the 
classroom was important in terms of establishing a cooperative and participatory atmosphere in 
the classroom. Also, the instructor was able to raise awareness of the importance of vocabulary.  
She encouraged students to take advantage of intensive reading activities in order to learn 
vocabulary.  She discussed the dimensions of word knowledge (form, meaning, and use) with the 
students in order for them to address all dimensions as much as possible throughout the class 
activities.  In the process of data collection, it was hard not to get involved.  However, the 
researcher could not let her role as an instructor interfere in the conversations among learners.  
The researcher was interested in word knowledge development in natural conversations among 
learners involved in a vocabulary tasks.  Therefore, she tried to give the participants 
opportunities to discuss vocabulary and develop word knowledge as a group in a natural way, 
with a minimum of intrusion.  
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Summary 

 
 
In this chapter, the methodology of the present study was described as it derives from 

SCT, the theoretical perspective selected by the researcher. The data collection (videotaping and 
transcribing) and analysis (coding) procedures were outlined.  Finally, the criteria to guarantee 
the rigor in conducting the study were discussed as they pertain to qualitative research.   In the 
following chapters, the results of the study are presented and discussed.    
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CHAPTER 4 

 

FINDINGS 
  

 
 

Introduction 

 
The purpose of this study has been to examine L2 vocabulary learning in group activities 

in the classroom.  The participants were intermediate ESL learners in an intensive English 
program.  This chapter presents an analysis of data collected in light of the research questions.  It 
opens with a discussion of how learners collaboratively construct word knowledge in classroom 
activities, focusing on the mechanisms they used to assist each other in gaining information 
about unfamiliar words.  A discussion of evidence of word knowledge construction found in both 
VREs and other activities follows.  Finally, the aspects of the interaction among learners that 
facilitate and constrain word knowledge construction are identified and analyzed.  Examples and 
excerpts from the transcripts are presented in order to illustrate. 
 

Collaborative Construction of Word Knowledge 

 
This section addresses the first research question: How does a group of intermediate ESL 

learners assist each other in vocabulary-related group activities?  In order to understand the 
findings, it is important to understand the nature of the class activities and what the participants 
were asked to do.  Since the data were collected in a reading class, vocabulary-related activities 
were based on the text the participants read in class.  After reading each text, the learners 
identified unfamiliar words and wrote them on an index card.  Then, they were given the 
opportunity of working in groups of three to discuss the words they had written on their cards.  
They could ask each other about the words, ask the teacher, and/or use the dictionary or the text 
to perform the task.   

The discussions the participants engaged in were constituted of a series of conversational 
turns in which participants constructed knowledge about one vocabulary item, which for the 
purpose of the present study were denominated VREs.  The total number of VREs transcribed 
and analyzed was 76.  The number of VREs in each activity varied depending on factors such as 
the difficulty of the text, the topic, and the level of expertise of participants. Initial coding of the 
transcript was aimed at identifying the VREs. In order to address the first research question, 
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VREs are illustrated through excerpts.  Then, the different ways in which learners acknowledged 
expertise and assisted each other in the episodes is described and discussed.      
 

Structure of VREs 

 

Throughout the classes videotaped by the researcher, it was noted that each VRE was 
different from the rest, and that those variations depended on many factors, which will be 
discussed throughout this chapter.  Based on the researcher’s experience conducting the pilot 
study, it was possible to identify three stages in the VREs: opening, development, and closing.  
In the first stage, learners determined expertise, i.e. who was familiar with the items and who 
was not. In this opening stage, students asked about a word they did not know or s/he asked 
others which words they did not know.  The behaviors served to determine who needed 
assistance and who could provide it.   In some cases, none of the participants was familiar with 
the item.  In the second stage, the learners developed some knowledge about the items. The 
development took different forms, depending on how the students decided to work, the levels of 
expertise, and the words themselves. This stage was characterized by assistance.  At the end of a 
VRE, the learner who did not know the word expressed understanding, thanked others for their 
help, took some time to write down or “process” some information, and/or verified new 
information.  However, sometimes they arbitrarily moved from one item to the next without 
explicitly closing the VRE.  Thus, this last stage was not always present in the sequence. 

The following excerpt17 illustrates the three stages of a VRE.  In the conversation, the 
participants discussed the word ‘broader’.  In the textbook, the author provided the synonym 
‘wider’ in the glossary.  Mary was not familiar with either word, so she looked ‘broader’ up in 
the dictionary.  As she could not find it, she acknowledged that she did not know the meaning of 
the word in order to get assistance from her classmates.  Mary established her role as a novice. 
 

 

Excerpt 1 

55 Mary: ((after checking the dictionary)) I don’t know broader 
56 Mary picks up the textbook.  Anne checks her electronic dictionary.  Charlie looks at  
57 the handout and he starts writing something.  Both Mary and Anne look at him.   
58 Mary: Is a person     
59 Charlie: It’s a person? 
60 Anne checks her dictionary again.   

61 Charlie: --- mean – 
62 Anne: ---so E-R is person? ((referring to the ending of the word)) 
63 Mary: I don’t understand the the 
64 Anne: Ah, E-R is just end (++) the compari- compare comparison ((hand in vertical  
65 position, palm facing left, moving from left to right)) 
66 Mary: a:h, yes, that’s it, is longer, for example, but what is the meaning, I cannot 
67 Anne: wide 

68 Mary looks at her with a neutral expression on her face.  She doesn’t seem to  
69 understand. 

                                                 
17 See Appendix A (p. 98) for transcription symbols. 
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Excerpt 1 – continued 
 
70 Anne: wide   ((extends both hands to her side, brings them back together and  
71 extends them again)) wide 
72 Charlie: you should look the sentence ((pointing at Anne’s textbook)) 
73 Mary: where is the page? What page? 
74 Anne: page 80, line 36 
75 Mary: °it should not be broader than° ((rereading the text)) wider is a::h  
76 narrow ((brings both hands close together,  palms facing each other)) and 
77 Anne: yeah narrow (imitates M’s gesture)) and wide ((extends both arms out to the  
78 sides)) 
79 Mary:  ((separating her hands)) wide, a::::h ((intonation suggests understanding)).  
80 Mary begins writing something down.  

MBM, Tape 3, Group A 
 
 
 
In Excerpt 1, Mary came to understand the meaning of the word thanks to the assistance 

provided by her classmates.  In stage 1 (line 55), Mary asked for assistance, acknowledging she 
did not know the meaning of ‘broader’.  Stage 2 (lines 56-78) is characterized by a discussion of 
different aspects of the form and meaning of the word.  First, Mary told her teammates that she 
thought the word was a noun and that it referred to a person (line 56).  Obviously, she focused on 
the ‘er’ ending of the word, i.e. on the form of the word.  Her assumption was wrong, and Anne 
helped her see that the ‘er’ ending is the comparative form of the adjective ‘broad’.  Mary 
realized that and associated it with the adjective ‘longer’.  However, she was still unfamiliar with 
the meaning of the word.  Anne used the synonym wide, but she had to use gestures to 
complement her speech in order to convey the meaning.  Charlie suggested looking at the word 
in context, and Mary reread parts of the text.  Finally, she was able to relate it to the antonym 
‘narrow’ and used gesture in the same way Anne had.  Anne confirmed Mary’s interpretation in 
lines 77 and 78 and imitated the gesture.  In stage 3 (lines 79-80), Mary expressed understanding 
through her intonation and took notes.   

Excerpt 1 illustrates the stages of VREs described above. However, there were other 
ways in which VREs opened, developed, and closed.  Excerpt 2 provides a contrasting example. 
 
 
 
Excerpt 2 
 
204 Eddy: do you have any?  ((referring to words they are supposed to discuss)) 
205 John: incorporate ((looking at his card)) 
206 Eddy (to John): it’s like ++ ah you when you came here you were incorporated  
207 here to [school’s name] be part of [school]…you know what I mean? 
208 Frank: incorporate is for example when you get a group of people is like here 
209 Eddy: yeah 
210 Frank: a group of three, right? A group of three working together 
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Excerpt 2 – continued 
 
211 Eddy (to Frank): right, when Mary come here, she is incorporated here 
212 Frank: yeah, she is 
213 Eddy (to John): when you come here, when you came here [school] you were  
214 incorporated  

215 John: I’m part? I’m part of [school]? 
216 Eddy nods.  

217 Frank: we’re are now three ((moving his hands in circles, referring to the three of  
218 them)) group of people working together.   

219 Eddy nods. 
220 Frank: When someone is coming ((extending his hand out and moving it towards  
221 himself))  
222 Eddy: another person 
223 Frank: we are cooperating each other. 
224 John: cooperate 
225 Frank: incorporate 
226 John: incorporate is opposite meaning cooperate? 
227 Eddy: No.  No, is in, is going in. 
228 John: a::h. 
229 They start discussing the next word. 

MBM, Tape 7, Group A   
 
 
 
As Excerpt 2 illustrates, Eddy offered to assist others by asking if they had written any 

other words they wanted to discuss.  In contrast to Excerpt 1, in the first stage in Excerpt 2 (lines 
204 - 205) one of the participants (Eddy) offered his expertise and another (John) established 
himself as a novice.  In Stage 2, Eddy and Frank explained the meaning of ‘incorporate’ to John.  
Stage 3 (228-229) is very short, with no clear indication that John had understood the meaning of 
the word.  However, he implied he had (in line 228) and allowed the others to move on to 
another word. 

Excerpts 1 and 2 differ in the way they open and end.  In Excerpt 1, the novice asked for 
her in the opening, while in Excerpt 2 one of the group members offered assistance.  At the end 
of Excerpt 1, the novice was given some time to write down some information, whereas Excerpt 
2 closed when the learner expressed understanding, and they immediately moved on to the next 
item.  In the Stage 2, explanations were different, and the learners assisted each other in different 
ways.  Given that Stage 2 is the main part (longest) of all VREs it deserved further examination.  
This stage is characterized by different forms of assistance. The next section deals with this issue 
and how it relates to the development of word knowledge in conversations among intermediate 
ESL learners. 

 

Assistance in the VREs 

 
In the analysis of the interaction in VREs, two relevant elements were identified: the 

roles learners took depending on expertise and the mutual assistance provided for “novices” to 
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move to higher levels of understanding of aspects of word knowledge.  The roles of novice and 
experts (Wood, Bruner, and Ross, 1976; Donato, 1994; Ohta, 2001) shifted among participants 
and determined the way in which assistance was provided. As observed in Excerpts 1 and 2, 
there are different assistance mechanisms in the development of the VREs.  Thus, the 
explanations were different.  For the word ‘broad’ (Excerpt 1, p. 48), for example, the 
participants used synonyms and antonyms.  In Excerpt 2 (p. 49), the definition of ‘incorporate’ 
was based on descriptions of situations.  However, in both excerpts the ‘novices’, Mary and 
John, came to understand the features of the form and meaning of the particular lexical items as a 
result of the assistance provided by others.  Thus, this section begins with a consideration of the 
relationship between expertise and assistance and its influence in the way conversations 
developed.    Assistance aimed at developing word knowledge is a key factor in the discussion of 
words and the completion of the task.  The second subsection deals with the types of assistance 
observed in the VREs. 
 

Expertise and Assistance  

 
In the opening stage of all VREs, determining expertise was the first step to the 

discussion of words.  In Excerpt 1 (p. 48), Mary explicitly asked for assistance.  In other cases, 
participants offered to help others by asking if there were any other words they wanted to 
discuss, as seen in Excerpt 2 (p. 49).  Eddy offered to help others by asking his teammates: “Do 
you have any [words]?”  The other strategy observed was when the participants determined the 
roles in the group by comparing index cards to find out who knew the words, which enabled 
them to ask more direct questions.  This situation took place only once, as Anne, Frank, and John 
worked together in a vocabulary activity, as Excerpt 3 illustrates. 

 

Excerpt 3 

230 Frank: Look in dictionary 
231 Anne: Ah, we don’t need dictionary.  No, the //words// 
232 Frank: //----// 
233 Anne: I don’t know. Who know the word explain to us. 
234 Frank: but if// 
235 Anne: //yeah//, but this word John know 

MBM, Tape 6, Group B (fragment)   
 
 
 
 
The mechanism portrayed in Excerpt 3 seemed to ease the process of discussing the 

words because it set the mood for cooperation and the learners were able to focus in on the 
words.  In Excerpt 3, Anne explained to Frank that they could rely on each other’s expertise in 
order to learn about the words.  In fact, determining expertise also constituted a way to determine 
how assistance was provided in the VREs. 
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The conversations were characterized by different attempts to analyze the meaning, form, 
or use (Nation, 1990) of new lexical items.  The length, mechanisms, and strategies used by 
learners also varied widely from VRE to VRE.  A factor that influenced the assistance provided 
by participants was the expertise of group members.  Therefore, determining the levels of 
expertise at the beginning influenced the way each VRE developed.  Overall, there were two 
scenarios that determined the type of assistance provided and requested by learners.  The labels 
for the two scenarios emerged from the data.   

Some mechanisms were present when there was some expertise in the group (i.e. when 
one or more learners were familiar with the words).  In this situation, participants immediately 
asked others for help when they did not know a word.   This person prompted those who could 
provide any kind of information that would help them understand the words.  When two 
participants knew the word, they were likely to work together to present a definition or 
explanation in order to help the other learner, as shown in Excerpt 2 (p. 49).  Eddy and Frank 
worked together to help John understand the meaning of the word.  From lines 6-11 they 
constructed a sentence that illustrated the meaning of ‘incorporate’ through a situation.  In each 
turn they completed each other’s ideas in a context that was familiar to John, such as group work 
in the classroom.  

However, helping others was not always easy.  Another possibility within this expertise 
scenario was that learners in the “expert” position used other resources in order to explain 
because they were unable to provide one, as illustrated in Excerpt 4.  Thus, sometimes they 
asked the teacher, reread the text, or checked the dictionary to be better able to explain the 
words.   

 

Excerpt 4 

178 Eddy:  What is compulsory? [stress on /so/]((underlines the word in his textbook)) 
179 Frank: ah compulsory ((stress on /pul/)) compulsory.  If something is compulsory  
180 it should be ((unintelligible)) is (2) is compulsory work   
181 Eddy: what? 
182 Frank: is  
183 Eddy: yeah, I know, but explain to John 
184 Frank: yeah, I’m – 
185 Eddy: I don’t know ((unintelligible)) 
186 Frank: I’m looking for a synonym word 

MBM, Tape 7, Group A (fragment) 
  
  
 
 As shown in Excerpt 4, both Frank and Eddy claimed to be familiar with the word 
‘compulsory’, but neither of them was able to explain it to John.  In fact, they had not written the 
word on their index cards, and Frank was able to model the correct pronunciation.  Because he 
did not know how to explain, Frank decided to look the word up in the dictionary and was better 
able to help John.  In other cases, though, the learners provided misleading information when 
they had limited knowledge of the word or when their ability to explain was limited.  This 
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problem sometimes resulted in extensive unproductive discussions.  This issue will be addressed 
later in this chapter.   

 The other scenario in terms of expertise is observable when none of the participants was 
familiar with a lexical item, as Excerpt 5 illustrates. In this case, the learners resorted to the 
resources available to them (i.e. the other learners, the teacher, the dictionary, the textbook).  In 
the following excerpt, Mary, Eddy, and Charlie worked together to discuss the word ‘lack’, 
which all three of them had written on their index cards.  
 
 

Excerpt 5 

236 Mary: I have ‘lack’ 
237 10-sec pause 

238 Eddy: must be something like I don’t know ((stands up))  
239 Charlie: lack, ah 
240 Eddy comes back with a dictionary 
241 Charlie (to Eddy): if I lock ((moves right hand forward and turns it up and down)  
242 lock the door 
243 Eddy: no, is not lock the door 
244 Charlie:  how do you spell lock?  
245 Eddy: L (+) O (+) C (+) K  
246 Charlie: L (+) O (+) C (+) K  
247 Eddy: L (+) O (+) C (+) K  
248 Charlie: L(+) O (+) O (+) K , that’s look. ((laughs)) 
249 Eddy: let me see, we’ll find it 
250 Charlie: L (+) O (+) C (+) K, lock 
251 Mary: yes, lock, yes 
252 Eddy: that’s lock ((holding the dictionary up for M and CH)) 
253 Mary: and this ((touching the side of her right eye with her right index)) look  
254 ((laughs)) 
255 Charlie reads. 

256 Mary: yes, lock, lock 
257 Eddy flips pages back (to look for lack) 
258 Eddy: ((reading aloud)) the condition of not having any or  °enough of something° 
259 aha ((nods, passes the dictionary to M)) 
260 Mary looks at definition. 

261 Eddy: something missing 
262 Mary: OK  ((writes something down on her card)) 
263 Charlie is taking notes as well. 

264 Charlie: °lack° 
265 Both Mary and Charlie continue to take notes. 

            MBM, Tape 6, Group A 
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In Stage 1 of this VRE, Mary indicated that she had written the word ‘lack’ on her index 
card, establishing her need for assistance.  At the beginning, Eddy tried to guess the meaning, but 
he was unable to do so.  He decided to look it up in the dictionary instead.  Charlie was focused 
regarding the form (line 244) and asked about the word ‘lock’, discussing its spelling and 
pronunciation with Eddy and Mary.  A phonological issue might have been at play in this 
particular conversation; however, Charlie was more concerned with the spelling (as 
demonstrated in lines 245-250 and his notes on the index card). Once they had discussed the 
form, they moved on to the meaning.  In order to compare the two words, Eddy looked up both 
in the dictionary.  After reading the definition of ‘lack’ aloud, he paraphrased it as “something 
missing”.    On her index card, Mary wrote, “when you don’t have something” next to the word 
lack.  Both Eddy and Mary, focused on the meaning.  Charlie wrote the word ‘lock’ next to 
‘lack’, separating them with a slash (/), focusing strictly on the form.  In this VRE, each leaner 
used his/her own preferred resources.  They helped each other by prompting others and using the 
dictionary to get the information they needed.  Thus, they were able to gain some knowledge, 
even though none of them knew the word at first.  
 Interestingly enough, the word ‘lack’ came up again in the following VRE as the same 
group of learners discussed the following word, i.e. ‘shortage’, a word that all of them had 
identified as unfamiliar and that all of them had written on their index cards.   As shown in the 
Excerpt 6, they started out by focusing on the form and trying to guess the meaning based on 
that.  Then, Eddy read the dictionary definition: “a lack of something needed”.18   

 

Excerpt 6 

266 Eddy: What else do you have? 
267 Mary and Charlie are still writing. 
268 Eddy:  Any does anyone has short ages ((pronounced as /šort ej∂z/))?   
269 ((looking at his index card, pointing at the word for Charlie to see)) 
270 Eddy: short (+) ager, ah, young, should be young ((gets the dictionary)) 
271 Charlie takes Eddy’s index card to read the word. Puts the card back on  

272 Eddy’s desk. 

273 Mary: where did you find short? ((referring to the text)) 
274 Eddy: just before ‘lack’ 
275 Mary: is a short age? 
276 Eddy: yes, short age ((nods)) 
277 Mary: childhood 
278 Eddy:  °a lack of something needed° ((reading definition to himself)) is the same  
279 like lack 
280 Mary: yes? 
281 Eddy shows the definition to both Charlie and Mary. 
282 Eddy: ((reading aloud)) a lack of something needed 
283 Mary: OK 
284 Eddy nods.  Both Mary and Charlie take notes. 

           MBM, Tape 6, Group A  (fragment) 

                                                 
18 The meaning is reinforced. 
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The VRE illustrated in Excerpt 6 is another example of the second scenario, illustrating 

how learners drew on the different resources when they did not know a word.  In this case, Eddy 
relied on his knowledge of L2, and Mary followed his initial explanation (lines 270-277).  This 
VRE developed in a similar way as the previous one, shifting from form to meaning.  Then, they 
looked it up in the dictionary.  In some other cases, the learners worked individually to build 
knowledge and later consulted with the other learners or the instructor.  When they decided to 
work independently at first, each one of the participants chose to proceed in a different thing. As 
they developed some knowledge about the words, cooperation and assistance took place.  The 
fragment presented in Excerpt 7, the learners worked individually to learn the meaning of 
‘stigma’, but they did it for the benefit of the group.   

 

Excerpt 7 

285 Eddy: Is like a sign  
286 Charlie: Sign?  
287 Eddy: Yeah, sign 
288 Mary: Sign. Is a sign.  ((writes something on her card)) 
289 Eddy starts looking it up in the dictionary. 
290 Mary: where is? Where is? 
291 Eddy: the beginning of the  
292 Charlie: ((reading the text aloud))  “there was a stigma (1) associated”  ((pointing  
293 to the words on M’s textbook)) 
294 Mary: Aha. 

MBM, Tape 6, Group A (fragment) 
 
 
 
Eddy decided to look the word up in the dictionary, while Charlie read the sentence in 

which the word appeared in the text.  Each made a contribution to the development of knowledge 
about the lexical item after reading the definition. 

Types of assistance   

In the process of coding the VREs, the researcher used the areas of word knowledge: 
form, meaning, and use (Nation, 1990) to label the information provided by participants in the 
development of the VREs.  However, she also intended to come up with more specific codes 
regarding assistance in word knowledge development (the categories that emerged from the data 
are explain in the section on linguistic assistance).  In the process of coding, the researcher also 
noticed that not all assistance mechanisms were related to aspects of unfamiliar words.  Thus, the 
researcher identified two types of assistance: linguistic and non-linguistic.  As seen in the 
excerpts presented to this point, assistance was a key factor in the vocabulary group activities.  
Thus, it is worth a closer examination. In Excerpt 1, Charlie and Anne provided two different 
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types of assistance to Mary.  Charlie suggested that Mary reread the sentence in the text in which 
the word occurred, while Anne tried to explain the grammatical function of the ‘-er’ ending and 
the meaning of the word by using gestures.   For the purpose of this discussion, I will refer to the 
type of assistance that Anne provided as linguistic and to Charlie’s assistance as non-linguistic or 
strategic. 

 

 Non-linguistic or strategic assistance.  Non-linguistic or strategic assistance took place 
when learners suggested strategies that the others could use to become more familiar with the 
lexical items. These were limited to using the dictionary or the textbook or getting assistance 
from the instructor.  For instance, the learners suggested looking up the words in the dictionary, 
rereading the sentence in context (such as in Excerpts 1 and 6), and asking assistance from the 
instructor.  Other evidence is found in Excerpts 1, 4, and 7 when they allowed some time for 
each person to work alone at the end of VREs once they had discussed what they knew about the 
words.  During this time, students could record new information about words on their index 
cards or the textbook.  Some students also reread the sentence in the text in which the word 
appeared.  This time could be considered “processing” time and constituted a form of assistance.  
Strategic assistance was not provided in all VREs, while linguistic assistance is present in all 
VREs.  Thus, there is a greater variety of mechanisms that fall under linguistic assistance.  

 

Linguistic assistance.  Linguistic assistance has direct relation to aspects of word 
knowledge (form, meaning, and use).  That is to say, the participants were concerned with 
presenting and discussing elements that related directly to the form, meaning, and/or use of 
lexical items.  It included definitions, synonyms, spelling, sentences, contexts, etc.  In the 
excerpts presented above, a great variety of mechanisms were used to help each other understand 
the words. Often, they formulated hypotheses, initiating the discussion about the form and 
meaning.  Once they had focused on the meaning of words.  
 The researcher classified definitions into theoretical or functional, depending on the 
source.  Dictionary definitions were considered theoretical, whereas descriptions of contexts and 
situations were classified as functional.  In Excerpt 2 (p. 49), for example, Frank and Eddy 
focused on the meaning by applying the word to new situations that were familiar to John, i.e. 
the school context, group work in the classroom.  In another conversation, Charlie was trying to 
explain the meaning of ‘threat’ by providing a theoretical definition (“it means you use the 
language or violent to (+) ”) but he was not able to, and decided to portray a situation: “if I say, 
Andy give me ten dollars or you will die. I threat him.”  In Excerpts 3 (p. 51) and 4 (p. 52), 
participants looked for a dictionary definition, i.e. a theoretical one.  In some cases, they used 
both.  For example, when discussing the meaning of the word ‘hire’, Charlie explained to Mary: 
“I am boss, but I want to do many things, so I hire many workers. I pay a salary to them.”  Frank, 
on the other hand, looked up the word and read the definition aloud: “to start to employ 
someone.”   Thus, the two were combined in the explanation.  Excerpt 8 (below) presents 
another example of a combination of both types of definitions.   
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Excerpt 8 

01 Anne: ‘rear’ is teaching? 
02 Eddy: I don’t know that word   
03 Charlie: which? 
04 Anne: rearing 
05 Eddy: it’s like ((rereads the text silently)) 
06 Anne: rearing  
07 Eddy (to Anne): isn’t it raising? 
08 Anne: ah? 
09 Eddy: raise your kids 
10 Charlie: yeah 
11 Eddy: °raise° 
12 Charlie: yeah ((nods)) I think  
13 Eddy: raise 
14 Charlie: grow ((moves right hand down, below his desk, and brings it back up))  
15 raise ((repeats movement)). 
16 Eddy nods. Anne looks at him. 

17 Eddy: I didn’t know this is the meaning.  This is the meaning I didn’t know. Could  
18 be like- Did you look in the dictionary? ((to Anne)).   
19 Anne: same 
20 Eddy: the same? 
21 Anne nods. 
22 Eddy: ((pointing to the glossary)) It’s explained here. It’s like raising. Rearing.  
23 Rearing. It’s like take care and education of young people ((reading off  
24 Anne’s textbook)) 
25 Anne picks up her dictionary and checks.  Eddy and Charlie remain silent. Charlie  

26 checks his book, and writes something on his notebook.  Eddy begins checking his  
27 textbook.  Anne also checks her textbook. 

  MBM, Tape 5, Group A 
 
  

 
The learners also formulated hypotheses about meaning in order to discuss new words.  

In Stage 1 of this VRE, Anne’s way of asking for assistance was a specific question.  Often, the 
participants put their ideas forward as a way to get assistance from others.  When they did not 
know a word, they guessed at the meaning based on the context in which it appeared or its form. 
In the opening of Excerpt 6 (p. 54), Anne requested assistance by asking: “‘rear’ is teaching?”  In 
another occasion, she asked, “‘inflation’ is continue increase?”  In both cases, this strategy 
served as a way to initiate the discussion with a focus on the meaning, establishing her role as a 
novice and getting assistance.  This mechanism was not always used to start a discussion.  For 
instance, in trying to determine the meaning of ‘enable’, Charlie called the others’ attention to 
‘able’ and hypothesized it meant “to be able”.  In this case, Charlie focused on form.  However, 
when they focused their attention on form, their guess was sometimes far from the real meaning.  
In Excerpt 1 (p. 48), for example, Mary focused on the ‘er’ ending and proposed that ‘wider’ 
meant “a person”.  This was also the case with the word ‘shortage’, which Eddy divided into 
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‘short’ and ‘age’, hypothesizing it meant ‘young’.  Nevertheless, hypotheses were one of the 
ways to get everyone engaged in conversation and thinking about the form and/or meaning of 
words. 
 Occasionally, they verified hypotheses by prompting the group members, rereading the 
text, using the new words in context, or asking the teacher.  In some cases, after the various 
explanations were given, the learners formulated new hypotheses or paraphrased the definitions.  
For example, after listening to the explanation Eddy gave about the meaning of ‘incorporate’, 
John asked: “I’m part?” to confirm his understanding of the explanation (See Excerpt 2, p. 49, 
line 215).  In other instances, they reread the text following the discussion to make sure they 
understood the meaning.  For example, after rereading the definition of ‘windfall’ in the 
dictionary and discussing it with her classmates, Mary went back to the text and reread the 
sentence in which the word appeared.    
 Explanations about the meaning of words took many different forms, from definitions 
(discussed above) and situations, to using gestures and paraphrasing the text.  Several examples 
of these mechanisms can be drawn from the excerpts presented above.  A very common strategy 
used to explain the meaning of words was through describing situations or contexts.   In Excerpt 
2 (p.49), for example, Eddy and Frank explained the meaning of ‘incorporate’ by describing a 
situation that was familiar to John:  They were working together and Mary was “incorporated”.  
Other explanations resulted from paraphrasing the text.  Sometimes, the learners reread the text 
to try to understand the meanings of words.  The learners in the “expert” position tried to 
paraphrase the sentence in order to explain the words to others.  In Excerpt 9 (below), Mary 
reread the text aloud (lines 125-128).  Frank paraphrased it and described a situation to help 
Mary understand the meaning of the word ‘affluent’ (lines 129-132). 

 

Excerpt 9 

125 Mary: affluent, I got it! (she shows everyone where the word is located in the text  
126 and starts reading aloud). “Other lottery winners, who do not immediately quit  
127 their jobs may find that their less affluent colleagues expect them to pay…”  
128 ((Frank, Mike, and Charlie follow her as she reads)) 
129 Frank: I’ll show you from here. ((rereads the same sentence))  It’s like if you don’t  
130 have enough money at first and then you get the lottery, you win the lottery,  
131 you see, some people come to you and say: “man, if we have lunch with you  
132 today you pay for us” …the money you pay, it means it will disappear. 
 MBM, Tape 2, Group B 

 
 
 
Another technique that learners used to assist others in constructing meaning was 

presenting words that are semantically related to the target word.  In Excerpt 10 (below), Anne 
asked Eddy about the meaning of the word ‘tribunal’, and Eddy provided a series of semantically 
associated words (i.e. court, judges, jury).  This allowed the learners to create connections 
between the target word and other words (line 36). 
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Excerpt 10 

28 Eddy to Anne: tribune  ((reading the word aloud)) 
29 Eddy starts look at his textbook.  Anne starts typing on her electronic dictionary. 
30 Eddy: ah, like a court ((looks at this textbook)) (5) like a court 
31 Anne: court? 
32 Eddy: tribunal ((nods)) is like a court 
33 Anne: court? 
34 Eddy: aha, court 
35 Anne: °court°  ((looks down at the text)) 
36 Eddy: like the judges, the jury, the tribunal   
37 Anne: a::h ((taking notes)) 
38 Eddy: kind of court 
39 Anne rereads the text and checks the glossary on p. 129.  Nods.  

40 Eddy turned to the next page (p. 128). 
MBM, Tape 5, Group A 
 

 
 Comparing and contrasting words was also common in the VREs.  This mechanism 
served to clarify differences in either form or meaning.  In Excerpt 5, Charlie’s interest in 
making the right distinction between the spellings of the words ‘lack’ and ‘lock’ is observed.  In 
other cases, the learners focused mainly on the meaning, but the questions were closely related to 
the form of two similar words.  John, for instance, once asked “developed country different from 
developing country?”.    When talking about ‘transform’, Charlie asked:  “Is it the same as tran- 
transition?” This mechanism was usually a prompt or question to request further explanation and 
become more familiar with the words. 
 Based on the assumption that they shared common knowledge about the world, the 
learners often used familiar people, places, and gestures to explain word meaning.  For example, 
when discussing the meaning of colleagues, the learners used the instructors and the staff in the 
school as examples to clarify the information.  This strategy also occurred when they tried to 
explain the meaning of ‘royal court’, Mary used The Three Musketeers to try to use information 
that was familiar to everyone.  She said: “The Three Musketeers do you remember? In the old 
time they do like if you if you eh if you do something for your king”.   

Linguistic assistance could also be non-verbal or paralinguistic assistance. In Excerpt 8 
(p. 57), Charlie accompanied the verbal form of ‘grow’ with a gesture that represents the same 
action (line 14). Also, in Excerpt 1(p. 48), gestures played an important role in Anne’s 
explanation of ‘wide’. Gesture accompanied speech as a way to complement or compensate for 
what the speaker is trying to say.   Gesture is also a form of shared knowledge.  The use of 
gestures was also a feature of some explanations and sometimes complemented the speech or 
substituted definitions, as illustrated in Excerpt 11. 

Excerpt 11 

016 Mary: ‘concise’ 
017 Anne: con+science is ((brings her right hand to her head)) 
018 Mary: to think  
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Excerpt 11 – continued 
 
019 Anne nods 
020 Mary: you think right? No no no  rational? 
021 Anne laughs 
 MBM, Tape 3, Group A (fragment) 
 

 
In this fragment, Anne brought her right index finger to her head, which is a common 

gesture used to mean ‘think’, to help Mary and Charlie understood the meaning of ‘conscience’.  
Even though they had to look up the word in order to understand the definition, the gesture 
helped them gain partial knowledge. In line 17, Anne also modeled the correct pronunciation. 
 
Dimensions of Word Knowledge 

 
As seen in the excerpts presented above, the learners discussed the different aspects of 

words knowledge, i.e. form, meaning, and use (Nation, 1990).   The conversations provided 
opportunities for the learners to discuss any of the three dimensions of word knowledge.  The 
learners chose to focus on different aspects.  Most of the times, they focused only on meaning, 
which is the most important for reading comprehension.  However, sometimes they were 
concerned with pronunciation (e.g. Excerpt 10), the grammatical function of the word (e.g. 
Excerpt 1) or how to create a sentence that includes the word (e.g. Excerpt 4).  

Meaning is the aspect of word knowledge that participants concentrated on in all 
activities.  The fact that the unfamiliar words they discussed appeared in a text might have 
influenced the learners to concentrate on meaning because it helped them increase reading 
comprehension.  In the section on linguistic assistance (above), most of the assistance 
mechanisms were related to this factor, such as definition, synonyms, paraphrases, and others 
(Excerpts 1, 2, 5, 6, 8, 10).  In some cases, they referred back to the text in order to construct 
hypotheses about the meaning or verify the meaning.  

In some VREs, the participants focused on aspects of form; i.e. they talked about the 
spelling or pronunciation of words.  Spelling was something learners did not usually discuss 
because it was available to them in the text.  Occasionally, they discussed spelling when they 
were taking notes, especially when they wrote definitions or synonyms and they were not 
familiar with the spelling (Excerpt 10).  For example, for the word ‘dimension’, they used ‘wide’ 
as a synonym and Charlie asked about the spelling.  The other dimension of word form is 
pronunciation.  In the VREs, for instance, learners repeated the words to themselves several 
times after someone modeled the correct pronunciation.  Sometimes learners wrote down 
unfamiliar words, but they did not know how to pronounce them at all or they mispronounced 
them.  In most cases, the learners did not discuss the form of the word, and they often 
mispronounced it throughout the discussion.  For instance, in Excerpt 13, Charlie and Mary were 
unable to pronounce the word ‘disgruntled’ in the opening of the VRE, but they were not 
concerned about that.  They focused on the meaning and paid attention to the definition only.   
 The participants did not discuss use, the other dimension of word knowledge, very 
frequently.  There is not much evidence in the VREs that the participants developed wide 
knowledge about how to use the lexical items they discussed.  On her index card, Mary wrote 
sample sentences that include the word ‘lack’.   It is interesting to note that she used it both as a 
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noun and as a verb.  In that case, they had discussed the grammatical function of the lexical 
items.  However, this was not very common.   
 In the discussion of the VREs presented in this section, collaborative construction of 
knowledge has been manifested in several ways:  asking for assistance, offering assistance, 
supporting each other’s ideas, expanding explanations, responding to the novice’s questions, 
using the materials, and asking the teacher. The VREs developed in a variety of different ways, 
providing the learners plenty of opportunities to expand knowledge of different aspects of word 
knowledge through explanations.  The identification of these mechanisms constitutes a 
contribution of this study for they related directly to word knowledge development.  In the next 
section, the impact of interaction will be examined by focusing on evidence that the learners 
have developed word knowledge. 
 

 

Evidence of Word Knowledge Development 

  

  

 Up to this point, the first research question has been addressed by examining the different 
assistance mechanisms that participants used in vocabulary group activities.  Several examples 
have been presented to illustrate how they dealt with different resources to gain knowledge about 
lexical items they were unfamiliar with.  It was also noted they provided linguistic and non-
linguistic assistance to each other as they engaged in conversations about words.  In this section, 
evidence of word knowledge development is examined.  The second research question was 
formulated as follows:  What evidence of word knowledge development is present (a) in the 
vocabulary-related episodes (VREs)? (b) in the follow-up activities? 
 While the first research question provided a description of VREs and the different 
mechanisms, the second research question refers to the evidence of word knowledge 
development.  It is important to mention that such development was not found in all cases, as 
will be discussed in this section.  First, the VREs are examined for evidence in the actual 
conversations in which the learners first became familiar with information related to the 
vocabulary items they had identified as unfamiliar (i.e. written on the index cards).   That is to 
say, excerpts or fragments in which the “novice” showed he/she had gained knowledge are 
examined.  However, since not all VREs offer this type of evidence, other classroom activities 
will be examined, focusing on evidence that individual learners have learned from participating 
in vocabulary-related group activities. Evidence was coded considered the three areas of word 
knowledge proposed by Nation (1990). 

Evidence of Word Knowledge Development in the VREs 

As seen in the excerpts discussed above, the learners cooperated with each other to 
construct knowledge about lexical items.   In some conversations, there is evidence that the 
learners were internalizing word knowledge, and peer collaboration was a key factor in this 
process.  This occurred in the conversations once the participants had gained some knowledge 
from an explanation, a dictionary definition, or rereading the text.  As they became more familiar 
with the words, the learners paraphrased, gave synonyms, applied explanations to new situations, 
and analyzed the morphological features of the lexical items they were studying.  The codes 
identified in this section match the ones mentioned in the section on linguistic assistance.    
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Many of the previous excerpts offer evidence of word knowledge development, which 
reflects that the learners were going through a process of internalization of lexical features.  In 
Excerpt 1 (p. 48), Mary provided evidence that she had understood the meaning of ‘wide’ by 
providing the antonym, ‘narrow’.   Moreover, she accompanied the words with gestures, 
bringing her hand together when she said ‘narrow’, and apart when she said ‘wide’ (lines 77-78).  
She appropriated the gesture Anne had used to accompany ‘wide’.  In this case, there was both 
verbal and non-verbal evidence.  In Excerpt 2 (p. 49), John demonstrated that he was developing 
the concept of ‘incorporate’ when he asked Frank and Eddy whether it meant “to be part of 
something” (line 215).  In Excerpt 5 (p. 52), as a result of reading the dictionary definition, Eddy 
was able to phrase his own definition of lack, i.e. “something missing” (line 261).    

Out of the 76 VREs collected and analyzed, 26 (about 36%) presented one or more 
sources of evidence that the learners were developing knowledge in the conversations.  The types 
of evidence described above, as well as other examples, were seen repeatedly in the data.  In 
order to illustrate other types of evidence found in the data, additional excerpts will be presented 
and examined.  The following excerpt shows an example of a learner providing a synonym as 
well as using gesture after discussing the meaning of a word with another learner.  

Excerpt 12 

295 Anne: you know, John? 
296 John: Escalating means ((extends his right hand, moving it from the desk up))  
297 um like grow (+) grow (+) grow up 
298 Anne: grow up?  
299 Frank writes something down on his card 

300 John: I think  ((he starts looking it up in the text)) 
301 Frank: Look in dictionary 
302 Anne: Ah, we don’t need dictionary.  No, the //words// 
303 Frank: //----// 
304 Anne: I don’t know. Who know the word explain to us. 
305 Frank: but if  
306 Anne: yeah, but this word John know 
307 John: I don’t know.  Where is it? In the sentence ((moves his hands towards Frank’s 
308 textbook)) 
309 Frank and Anne start looking it up in their own textbooks.   They read (8-sec) 
310 John: do you know escalator? 
311 Anne: a::h escalator  ((she nods)) aha. 
312 Frank does not respond.  John moves his right hand up diagonally. 
313 John: we use escalator from base floor to second floor, like elevator 
314 Anne: yeah, and downstairs upstairs  ((moves left hand up)) 
315 Frank: what means escalating?  ((gets dictionary)) 
316 Anne: escalate um the increase ((moves right hand up)) 
317 John nods. 

MBM, Tape 6, Group B 
 
As shown in Excerpt 12, both Anne and Frank had written the word on their index cards.  

Because they compared all the index cards, they realized that John had not written it.  Therefore, 
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Anne asked John to explain the word.  Anne followed the explanation more closely than Frank, 
who was trying to look it up in the dictionary and reread the text. She demonstrated that she 
understood the explanation in line 314 by saying “downstairs upstairs”.  Further evidence is 
found at the end (line 316), when Anne was able to provide a synonym, linking ‘escalate’ to 
‘increase’.   She also appropriated the gesture John had used in his explanation.  A different type 
of evidence is observable in Excerpt 13 (below), in which Eddy , Mike, and John are discussing 
the meaning of ‘attire’.   
 
 
 
Excerpt 13  
 

01 Eddy: attire  ((pointing at the word on John’s handout)) 
02  John looks it up in the dictionary. Mike rereads the textbook.  Eddy waits. 
03 John: clothes especially a particular kind ((reading aloud)) 
04 Eddy: Let me see.  
05 John starts taking notes. 9-sec pause.  
06 Eddy: Where’s that? 

07 John laughs and points at the definition in the dictionary. 
08 Eddy: oh, OK. 
09 John continues taking notes as Eddy reads the definition. 
10 Eddy: oh, like formal  ((example in dictionary: business/formal attire)) 
11 Eddy: we call in Spanish ‘atuendo’ 
12 John: ‘atuendo’ 
13 Eddy: ‘atuendo’ 
14 John: ah (1) attire like suits 
15 Eddy: ah? 
16 John: like suits 

17 Eddy nods. 
MBM, Tape 3, Group B  

 
 

 
In the VRE presented above, both Eddy and John demonstrated understanding of the 

meaning of the word.  After reading the definition from the dictionary, Eddy says the Spanish 
equivalent (line 13), even though John’s L1 is Japanese and Mike’s L1 is Korean.  Eddy was 
able to establish a connection between the new L2 word, and its equivalent in his language.  John 
was able to provide an example of formal attire (line 17), i.e. suits.   

Excerpts 12 (p. 62) and 13 (p.63) present different types of evidence of word knowledge 
development in conversation among learners.  In fact, a variety of other sources of evidence were 
identified. Table 3 (below) presents further examples of evidence observable in the data through 
excerpts from the transcripts.  The type of evidence is indicated in the left column (some can be 
classified into different categories, e.g. paraphrase and question), the word in the middle column, 
and the excerpts from different conversations among participants on the right column.  
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Table 3 

Evidence of Word Knowledge Development in the VREs 

 Evidence Words Excerpts 
1 Synonym/ 

Paraphrase 
Duty 
(After the teacher 
briefly explains 
“duty” refers to 
things we have to do) 

Teacher: for example, my duties as a //teacher// 
Mary:                          //your// responsibilities? 
Teacher: exactly 
Mary:  that activities responsibilities because you need to 
do. 
Teacher nods. 
Mary: is not like is a option.  ((taking notes)) 

2 Paraphrase Affluent 
(After reading  
the text) 

Charlie: “less affluent colleagues” it can be just they’re       
               poor. 
Mary: it’s not poor, but it’s not so rich. 

3 Apply to a 
situation/ 
Question 

Windfall/ 
Unexpected 
(After rereading the 
text –about the 
lottery--and the 
dictionary definition 
and the example) 

Charlie: so, when I walk in the street ((points out the 
window)), I saw $2,000 ((points to the ground)) on the 
floor, that’s a windfall? 
Frank: Yeah, I’m sure. 
Mary: I don’t think so. 
Frank: Yeah, sure. 
Mary: because you don’t expect it, that money, it’s a 
surprise. 

4 Definition Breadwinner 
(After discussing the 
main ideas with the 
instructor) 

Mary: one more I have ‘breadwinner’, but breadwinner 
[teacher] explained. 
Frank: breadwinner 
Mary: ‘breadwinner’ is the man bring money 
John: money   ((Frank nods.)) 

Mary: bring money to give food to one family ((nods)) in 
some case is the man, in some case is °the -°  
((unintelligible)) is the only person they provide the food 

5 Grammatical 
function 

Hire 
 

Mary: to start to employ. Is the action. 
Frank: If I employ you, I hire you because I will pay you. 
Mary: not the money you have it ((moves head in 
negation)) 
Frank: it’s not the money. 
Mary: it’s the you give me a job 

6 Questions/ 
Pronunciation 

Colleagues 
 

After discussing the meaning, Mary asks the teacher: 
“But you can be a co-worker and not a colleague?” 

7 Morphological 
Analysis 

Unexpectedly 
(Windfall: money 
received 
unexpectedly) 

Frank: unexpectedly 
Mary: ah. If you put “un”, yes, because you don’t expect 
Frank: you don’t expect 
Mary: if you use “un” means no. 
Frank: aha 
Mary: unexpectedly ((nods)) 

8 Related Words/ 
Use in sentence/ 
Pronunciation 

Peer 
 

Mary: I just say you are my partner. That’s it! Or you are 
my colleague.  ((Mary had learned ‘colleague’ in a previous 

conversation.  In this conversation, she is able to use it in a 
sentence and pronounce it correctly.))  
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In the first example, the teacher inserted the unfamiliar word in a phrase: “my duties as a 
teacher”, and Mary provided the synonym “responsibilities” to confirm her understanding.   In 
addition, she paraphrased the definition by saying: “it’s not a option”. Another example of 
paraphrase is in a conversation between Mary and Charlie about the word ‘affluent’, which they 
had already looked up in the dictionary.  Upon rereading the text, both provided a paraphrase.  In 
the third example, Charlie tried to apply the meaning of ‘windfall’ to a new situation.  In the 
fourth example, Charlie was trying to get a better understanding of the definition through his 
question.  The situation portrayed in the text was winning the lottery.  When discussing 
‘breadwinner’, Mary provided a definition in her own words.  In the case of ‘hire’, the evidence 
is in Mary’s realization that the word refers to an action (a verb) and not to a noun (i.e. money).   
Mary also showed her understanding through a question after discussing the meaning of 
colleagues with her classmates and instructor.  She was able to make a distinction between co-
workers and colleagues. In the case of ‘unexpected’ Mary, who had just read the dictionary 
definition (“amount of money received unexpectedly”), showed she had understood the word 
‘unexpected’ through by looking at the morpheme “un”.  The example about ‘peer’ shows 
Mary’s understanding in her ability to relate it the words ‘colleague’ and ‘partner’.  She was also 
able to pronounce the word ‘colleague’ correctly, which she had learned in a previous lesson.     

Table 3 presents a variety of sources of evidence.  A total of 76 instances that were 
identified  as evidence of word knowledge development in the 26 VREs.  Out of those 76 
instances, 6 belong in more than one category, for a total of 82 instances.   Table 4 summarizes 
the types of evidence and the number of times they were identified in the 26 VREs.  
 
 
 
Table 4 
 
Types of Evidence 
 

Type of Evidence Form Meaning Use 
Paraphrase  25  
Generate a new hypothesis  10  
Provide synonym or antonym  8  
Verify through questions  7  
Apply to a new situation  6  
Create a definition  7  
Pronounce correctly 4   

Use appropriate gesture  3  
Use new word in a sentence   3 
Mention related words  3  
Determine grammatical function   2 
Give an example  2  
Perform morphological analysis  1  
Provide L1 equivalent   1  

TOTAL 4 73 5 
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It is important to note that the majority of the instances relate to word meaning, while 
only 4 refer to form and 5 to use.  As mentioned above (and predicted by the researcher), the 
learners concentrated mostly on meaning when they discussed new words.Sometimes evidence 
was not explicit in the conversation.  As mentioned above, only 26 of the VREs contained clear 
evidence.  However, it does not mean that in the remaining 50 VREs the participants did not 
develop word knowledge.  Development might have been achieved, but not demonstrated in the 
conversation.  This situation is illustrated through an additional source of evidence found in the 
index cards.  In some cases, the participants wrote notes on their index cards while engaged in 
conversations with other learners.  In Excerpt 14, Mary, Eddy, and Charlie developed knowledge 
about the word ‘disgruntled’.  Because none of them knew it, they had to look it up in the 
dictionary.  In this case, evidence of word knowledge development was found on their index 
cards. 

 

Excerpt 14 

318 Mary: dis(+) grunt  ((looks at Charlie’s card and then at Eddy’s card)). 
319 ((pointing to the word on Eddy’s card)) This one. Dis(+)grunt- 
320 Charlie: I don’t know this this word. 
321 Charlie starts looking it up in the text and Eddy checks the dictionary. Mary waits. 
322 Eddy: unhappy 
323 Mary: unhappy?  
324 Eddy: aha ((nods)) 
325 Mary writes something down on her card.   

326 Eddy: and disappointed about something  ((begins to write it down – unhappy   
327 and disappointed about something)) 
328 Charlie to Mary: unhappy? 
329 Mary: Aha. Number of unhappy parents, disappointed parents. 
330 Charlie: taking their children 
331 There is a 7-sec pause. Charlie and Mary take notes. Eddy waits. Then, they move  
332 on to the next word. 

MBM, Tape 6, Group A 
 
 
 
 

The participants found a synonym in the dictionary.  Eddy wrote “unhappy and 
disappointed about something” on his index card.  Both Charlie and Mary wrote ‘unhappy’ next 
to ‘disgruntled’ on their index cards (See Table 5).  However, only Mary verbalized the use of 
the synonym in the context by referring to “unhappy parents, disappointed parents” (line 239).  
As shown in the following index cards (Table 5), the synonyms, definitions, and examples were 
added during the discussion.   
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Table 5 

Sample Index Cards 

Charlie Eddy Mary 

Stigma Shortager             I have a lack of money 
Lack – when you don’t have 
something 

Shortage Enabling Welfare  help given 

Lack/lock Disgruntled , unhappy and 
disappointed about something. 

Disgruntled unhappy 

Welfare  Threat.- 

Disgruntled unhappy  Peer.- partner, equal 

  Shortages. 

  Stigma.- negative opinion 
You 

  This composition lacks 
examples 

 
 
 

 
Table 5 presents the information written on the index cards of three participants, Charlie, 

Eddy, and Mary, during the activity. In their notes, the participants mostly wrote meaning-related 
information.  Two of the words, ‘lack’ and ‘shortage’, were discussed in Excerpts 5 (p. 53) and 6 
(p. 54), respectively.  As shown in Table 5, some participants used the index cards to write down 
information they obtained in the conversation.  This can be considered evidence that the learners 
developed some knowledge about the words through the conversation/discussion with other 
learners.  It is important to keep in mind that the learners were instructed to write the words only.  
Any additional information was added later, during the conversations with other learners.   

In this section, evidence that the learners developed knowledge in the conversations was 
analyzed.  However, it is important to keep in mind that vocabulary learning is incremental in 
nature.  As mentioned above, the learners sometimes developed knowledge, but did not 
demonstrated until they participated in other activities.  In addition, it is also important to keep in 
mind that the learners cannot develop full knowledge of a word in a single conversation.    
Therefore, the fact that there is evidence in the conversations and index cards presented above 
does not guarantee that the learners will recognize, remember, or be able to explain the words 
later.  In addition, sometimes the learners’ initial understanding of the words is partial.  In the 
next section, evidence found in other activities in which the learners participated will be 
examined.  Sometimes evidence found in the conversation and on the index cards was not 
internalized, as will be shown in Table 7 with evidence from the follow-up activities.  
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Evidence of Word Knowledge Development in Follow-ups 

 
Vocabulary follow-up activities consisted of individual learners constructing definitions 

or explanations of words in order to reinforce knowledge about the form, meaning, and use of the 
words (following Nation, 1990).  In the activities the learners could focus on any of the three 
dimensions of word knowledge.  They also served to assess knowledge developed and 
internalized in conversations.  In some cases, there was no clear evidence in the conversations 
that the learners developed any knowledge about the words (which, as discussed above, does not 
mean they did gain knowledge).  They simply nodded or expressed understanding in other forms, 
which does not provide clear evidence that they developed knowledge about the form, meaning, 
or use of the lexical items.  The follow-up activities constituted a way to gain further insight on 
word knowledge development.   There were two types of assessment: written and oral. 

A form of follow-up that was used once in the course of the session was a quiz in which 
learners had to explain/define a word and provide a sentence including the new word.  This was 
the written assessment.  As explained in Chapter 3, the researcher decided to shift to oral 
assessments because all students could benefit from it by being exposed to the words several 
times.  The oral assessments were conducted as classroom activities in two different ways:  (1) 
each learner was assigned a word that they had to explain to the class; (2) each learner presented 
information about an item, so that the other learners in their team could guess the word.  In this 
section, different types of evidence from the activities will be considered through quotes from 
the quizzes and the transcripts. 

 Written assessment. One quiz was given to the students after the first two units had been 
completed.  A unique version of the quiz was prepared for each learner, including the words they 
had written on the index cards in order to test words they were not familiar with before the 
conversations.  In the quiz, the learners were provided with a list of words, i.e. the written forms.  
The directions read:  “Explain the meaning of the following words (by providing a definition, 
synonym, example) and write an original sentence including the word.”  Thus, the quiz directed 
the students’ attention to focus on meaning and use.     

 
 
 
Table 6  
 
Results of the Quiz 
 

                                                 
19 Anne was absent when the quiz was administered. 

Learner19 #  of 
items 

Answered Unanswered Definitions Sentences/ 
Examples 

Correct Incorrect Partial 

Charlie 7 5 2 5 1 2 2 1 

Eddy 6 4 2 0 4 4 0 0 

Frank 4 4 0 4 4 4 0 0 

John 6 5 1 5 0 4 0 1 

Mary 8 4 4 2 2 0 1 3 

Mike 9 8 1 8 8 5 2 1 



 

 69

 As shown in Table 6, in some cases learners wrote both an explanation and a sentence, 
but in others they only wrote one of the two.  Yet in other cases, they were not able to provide 
either one.   In addition, not all answers reflect accurate knowledge development.  In Table 7 
specific examples from the notes the students wrote on their index cards during the conversation 
as well as the answers the learners wrote on the quiz are presented.  The words and the 
participants are indicated in the first two columns.  Quotes from the index cards are presented in 
the third column.  Answers provided by learners in the quiz are included in the fourth column.  
Positive (correct answers), partial (incomplete), and negative (incorrect answers) evidence is 
presented.   Finally the right column describes the type of evidence.  Table 7 is meant to provide 
some examples; thus, not all words are represented in the table.   
 

 
 
 
Table 7 
 
Word Knowledge Development: Evidence from Quiz 

 
Word Participant Index Card Quiz Comments 

Mary To start to 
employ 

Mary: [Director’s name] 
need to hire three teachers 

Able to use the word 
correctly in a sentence. 

Hire 

Mike Ø Mike: To give a job.  The 
company hired me three 
years ago. 

Able to define it and 
use the word in a 
sentence 

Mary Job who help 
the customers 

Mary: It’s a person work in 
a store. kind of job. Example 
sales clerk 

Gives a functional 
definition.  Gives an 
example 

Clerk 

Charlie Ø A clerk is a server or a 
worker who works in a 
stores such as a bookstore to 
serve customer. 

Gives a functional 
definition. Partial 
knowledge. 

Resignation John To give up job Resignation has two 
meanings.  One is two retire 
work.  I forget another 
meaning. 

Equals retirement and 
resignation.   
Aware that there are 
other meanings. 

Mary The money we 
don’t expect to 
win 

Ø She could not 
remember the meaning 

Frank Ø Money that you get 
unexpectedly. Eg jackpot 
(lottery) 

Remembers definition 
and example. 

Charlie Money we win It means unexpect money. 
For example, I bought a 
lottery, and won the prize.  
The money means 
“windfall”. 

Able to define it and 
explain an example. 

Windfall 

Eddy Ø “?” Did not remember. 
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Table 7 – continued. 
  
 

Word Participant Index Card Quiz Comments 
Mike (money we won) 

unexpectedly 
House having propelars 
outside and we can easily 
see that in Netherland. 
Windfalls are famous 
scenary of Dutch. 

He defined ‘windmill’  Windfall 

John The amount of 
money that you 
got suddenly 

Windfall is to get money 
suddenly and 
unpredictably. 

Partial knowledge. 
Defines it as a verb. 

Affluent Mary Having a lot of 
money, rich 

You are affluent in Math She did not remember 
the definition. 

 
 
 
The data presented in Table 7 reflect that the collaborative discussions of the words 

influence recall and learning.  The learners were able to remember examples presented in the 
discussion and written on the index cards during the discussions.  However, participation in the 
discussion did not guarantee learning. For example, even though Mike had written correct 
information about the word ‘windfall’ during the discussion with his classmates, he answered 
incorrectly in the quiz.   In some cases, the learners forgot the meaning of words or provided a 
different meaning.  The data also reflect that vocabulary learning is incremental.  In other cases, 
the learners remembered the definition, but were unable to use the word in a sentence.  
Vocabulary learning is a process and development in some areas does not guarantee learning of 
the different dimensions of word knowledge.  Evidence presented in this section shows that not 
all the aspects of word knowledge that were discussed were internalized. 
 
 Oral assessment.  As seen in the discussion of the quiz results, participation in a 
conversation about words does not guarantee that the learner has acquired the information, even 
in cases in which evidence of understanding was found.    That is the reason why the rest of the 
follow-ups were conducted as oral classroom activities.  As mentioned above, evidence that 
learners developed knowledge about the different aspects of words in a vocabulary related group 
activity was found in only 26 out of 76 VREs.  However, in some cases, the learners had 
internalized the information and demonstrated it in the follow-ups.  Excerpts 15 and 16 illustrate 
this situation.  

Excerpt 15 is an example of a conversation in which there is no evidence of development 
when the participants first discuss the meaning of a word.  John became familiar with the word 
‘disobedient’ through the explanations given by the Frank and Eddy, but there was no evidence 
that he had learned the meaning, that he could pronounce the word correctly, or that he could use 
it in a sentence.   
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Excerpt 15 
 
103 Frank: What else do you have? 
104  Eddy: I don’t have any words.  Do you have any words? 
105 John: Disobed- 
106 Eddy: actually is not being obedient 
107 John: I don’t know obedient 
108   Eddy: if you say go to go go out and you go out you are being obedient you are  
109              following my orders. 
110 John: a::::h ((nods)) 
111 Frank: obedient is coming from obey  
112 Eddy & John: obey 
113 Frank: obey  
114 Eddy: we have to obey our teacher whatever they say 
 MBM, Tape 7, Group A 
 

 
In Excerpt 15, John did not ask questions, provide synonyms or describe situations that 

indicated that he was developing knowledge about the word.  However, the following day, there 
was a review activity in which each learner selected a folded piece of paper containing a word 
they had discussed the previous day.  John picked the word by chance, so he was put in a 
situation in which he had to explain the word to the rest of the class.  Excerpt 16 shows that John 
was able to do so successfully. 
 
Excerpt 16 
 
217 Teacher approaches John.  He picks a word. 

218 John: Oh, disobedient 
219 Teacher: disobedient 
220 John: this word is also Eddy explained me ((pauses)) 
221 Charlie: John, let me see 
222 John hands the paper to Charlie and Teacher writes it on the board 
223   John: Disobedient means ‘dis’ plus ‘obey’ 
224 All look at the board 

225 John: Disobedient is from obey 
226 Teacher is writing on the board. 

227 Teacher: aha 
228      John: ah...if you don’t obey..um..if you don’t obey what the teacher says and  
229 what teachers say or parents say…this student is disobedient… 
230 Mary claps. John smiles 

231 Mary: Good job Eddy! ((for explaining the word to John)) 
232 Teacher: Good job! Charlie? 
233 Charlie: Good Job! 
234 Frank claps, John looks at Eddy, who taught him the word, and Eddy smiles. 
 MBM, Tape 8 
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 In Excerpt 16 there is evidence that John developed knowledge about the form because 
he was able to pronounce the word correctly. Also, Charlie took advantage of the opportunity to 
focus on the written form of the word by asking John to show him the paper he had drawn in 
which the word was written20.   It is also evident that John developed knowledge of the meaning 
of the word through the conversation because he was able to present the information he obtained 
in the conversation:  a morphological analysis and a functional definition of the word.  Both 
features were part of the conversation in Excerpt 15 (lines 111 and 114).  However, knowledge 
development is evident in that he was able to expand his explanation in Excerpt 16.  First, in line 
223 John broke the word down into prefix and root.  Second, even though he used the example 
originally used by Eddy (obeying teachers), he also mentioned that a person who does not obey 
his/her parents is disobedient (lines 228-229).  This also shows that he was able to use the 
adjective form correctly in a sentence.  Excerpt 16 presents clear evidence of internalization of 
all three aspects: form, meaning, and use.   

Other types of evidence are available through the other follow-up activities.  As in the 
conversations, the learners demonstrated they developed knowledge in various ways. In the oral 
follow-up activities, the participants were able to define, paraphrase, provide synonyms, explain 
situations, remember examples presented by others, use gesture, contrast words, and explain the 
grammatical function of words.  In the first follow-up, for example, the learners were asked to 
present several words in front of the class.  They were provided with colored paper and markers.  
One method used was to present the words accompanied by drawings, aside from sentences and 
examples. Table 8 presents some the information available in visuals created by the participants. 
 
 
 
Table 8 

Evidence from Visuals 

Attire 

A clothe, especially of a 
particular type 
------------------------------ 
example. 
Woman dressed on her good 
attire. 

Dimension 

                  length 
width 
                                   height 

Customary 

 
In my family, it is customary 
to ask my mother a goodbye 
kiss. 

 
 
The other three follow-up activities did not have the visual component and focused more 

on the oral aspect. Overall, there were 55 instances in which word knowledge development was 
assessed orally.  Out of those, evidence was identified in 29 instances (approximately 52%).  
Further evidence that the learners were able to develop word knowledge is presented in Table 9. 

                                                 
20 In other cases, they may ask the teacher to write the word down on the board. 
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Table 9 

Word Knowledge Development: Further Evidence from Oral Assessment Activities 

 Words Source Excerpt Comments 
Synonym/ 
Paraphrase 

Take for 

Granted 

Game “It’s like to assume that the things are 
in that way” 

Eddy explains the 
definition in his 
own words. 

Functional 
Definition 

Clerk Game “Work in a shop, you help people” Mary is able to 
explain it to John 

Functional 
explanation 

Disobedient 

 

Game “If I back to the teacher I answer 
back I against teacher this behavior 
is…?” 
“If I don’t follow, if I don’t follow 
my parents” 

John explains the 
meaning for Mary 
to guess the form. 

Apply to a 
situation/context 

Snap up 

 

Review “For example, a department store on 
sale woman always snap up.”  

Charlie describes 
a situation. 

Relate to other 
experiences 

Wise Game “Oh, like in the book (+) wise” Eddy refers to the 
book read in class. 

Contrast words/ 
Morphological 
Analysis 

Transition/ 

Transform 

Review “Transition means to change change 
to a form or some (1) conversion to 
another (2) it is similar to the next 
word transform but transform is a 
verb, but transform means it change 
form totally to another but transition 
not totally” 

Compares to word 
meanings 

Appropriation of 
gestures 

Conscience Review “Conscience  ((index finger to his 
forehead)) (2) for example (3) just 
use your mind ((index finger to 
forehead)) to something right or 
wrong  (2) to do it (3) something 
((laughs))” 

Charlie uses the 
gesture used by 
Anne to explain the 
meaning of the 
word.  (See Excerpt 
11) 

Provide the L1 
equivalent 

Wise Game “It’s like ‘sabio’”. Eddy provides 
Spanish word. 

Recall form 
based on 
definition 

Purchase Game Charlie: If I If I want to buy this and I 
pay the money. My motion, my act.  

Eddy: you what? 
Teacher: action 
Charlie: action 
Eddy: to buy, to purchase 

Eddy provides the 
correct word, based 
on the definition 
provided by 
Charlie. 

 
 
Based on the information presented in Tables 8 and 9, the participants demonstrated their 

knowledge in similar ways as they did in the conversations.  Moreover, the influence of the 
conversations is found in that they were able to recall examples or ideas discussed in previous 
classes.  However, the knowledge they acquired was also transferred to other contexts.  An 
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example is found when Eddy was able to link the word ‘wise’ to a character in the book they 
were reading as part of the extensive reading requirement.  

The discussion of the second research question has uncovered the accomplishment of 
participants with respect to vocabulary learning in the conversations and the follow-up activities.   
It was demonstrated that knowledge was generally internalized in the dialogic process, and 
retrieved for future use at the time of assessment.  In the next section, the focus is on the aspects 
of interaction that facilitated the process of word knowledge construction, as well as the 
obstacles participants came across in conversation.   

 

 

Facilitative and Constraining Aspects of Interaction 

  
 

Up to this point, two areas have been examined: how learners construct knowledge 
together (research question 1) and how word knowledge develops (research question 2).  In the 
next section, the third research question is addressed, analyzing the aspects of interaction among 
learners that seem to facilitate and those that constrain word knowledge development.  In the 
excerpts examined above, assistance and the resources available to the students played a central 
role in the process of constructing word knowledge.  The fact that the learners could be misled 
was also mentioned.  In this section, these issues are examined more closely.  
 

Facilitative Aspects of Interaction 

  

 In this section, the affordances (van Lier, 2000) created in vocabulary related group 
activities are highlighted.  The activities provided participants with plenty of opportunities and 
resources to develop word knowledge.  The task itself facilitated word knowledge development 
since it provided the appropriate conditions for new words to be discussed and opportunities to 
develop and reinforce knowledge. 
 One advantage of discussing words from reading is that words appeared several times in 
the discussion and that through related words the learners were exposed to the meanings several 
times.  For example, the word ‘lack’, which the learners discussed in class, appeared again in the 
dictionary definitions of ‘shortage’ and ‘stigma’.  The learners also had the opportunity to learn 
different aspects of the words.  In discussing the word ‘lack’, they talked about how to use it in a 
sentence, as a noun (‘lack of’) and as a verb.  The learners also had opportunities to discuss the 
different meanings of words with multiple definitions.  Another advantage was the possibility of 
associating words in the discussions, as seen in Excerpt 10 (‘tribunal’). This also happened in a 
conversation between Mary and Eddy, in which Mary associated ‘peer’ with ‘partner’ and 
‘colleague’.  In fact, Mary was able to use the word ‘colleague’ in the conversation, with which 
she was not familiar prior to the discussion, and pronounce it correctly.    In this section, 
elements of the interaction that facilitated word knowledge construction are discussed, beginning 
with a discussion of the different resources that are available to the learners in vocabulary-related 
group activities.   
 The fact that there were various resources available is an advantage. On one hand, the 
participants had access to instructional resources such as the textbook and the dictionaries.  In the 
excerpts presented in this chapter it was observed that the participants made good use of these 
resources to elaborate hypotheses about the meaning of words or to verify the information they 
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built through the conversations.  On the other hand, the participants as well as the instructor, who 
were “experts” at different points in time, became resources that the learners used in constructing 
word knowledge.   
 Being in a group guarantees different levels of expertise.  Simply examining the words 
written on the index cards reveals that the learners are familiar with different words.  Table 10 
portrays the words written on the index cards of 4 participants before the group activity on one 
particular day.   
 
 
 
 
Table 10 
 

Comparison of Index Cards 
 

Mary Frank Charlie 

Wisely 
Struck 

Windfall 
Hire 
Clerk 

Affluent 

Windfall 
 

Windfall 
Clerk 

Affluent 

 
  
 
 
 After comparing the words written in each card, ‘windfall’ is the only word that was 
written on all index cards, which meant that the learners had to use the textbook and the 
dictionary in order to understand it.  Except for that particular word, the learners identified 
different words, thus creating the possibility that learners could help each other.  As observed in 
the conversation, expertise was shared among participants.  In Excerpt 17, Frank and Charlie 
helped Mary and Mike become familiar with aspects of the meaning of ‘hire’.   
 
 
 
Excerpt 17 
 
312      Mary to Mike: what do you have? ((i.e. on the index card)) 
313      Mary: I have ‘hire’ 
314      Frank & Charlie: Hire ((Charlie looks at Mary’s card)) 
315      Mary: I think it’s to give 
316      Frank: to hire something (2) it’s to get something from someone 
317      Charlie: No.  
318      Mary: ((Reading the text)) Hire financial ((the sentence reads: lottery winners  
319                should hire a financial advisor”)) 
320 Charlie: ‘Hire’ means I am boss.  I am boss, but I want to do many things, so I  
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Excerpt 17 – continued 
 
321  hire many workers. I pay a salary// to them// 
322      Frank: //yeah//, that’s what I’m saying. I hire some workers.  You can hire a  
323                house. Like the house that you’re staying is not yours, all right  
324 Mary: aha 
325 Frank: you’re hiring that house because you are paying rent ((He starts  
326 looking it up in the dictionary)) 
327 Mary: hire is to pay?  
328 Charlie:  No. Hire is ++ 
329 Mary: I want to know because I want to remember that word. 
330 Charlie: you help me to wash my car. I give you $10.  That’s I hire you to wash my car 
331 Charlie to Mike: right? 
332 Mary: //is// 
333 Mike to Mary: You have to work for me and you pay me. 
334 Frank: when you hire you should pay 
335 Charlie: I give you money because 
336 Frank: employee, you see? ((reads definition)) to start to employ someone (1)hire  
337 a lawyer 
338 Mary: to start to employ. Is the action. 
339 Frank: If I employ you, I hire you because I will pay you. 
340 Mary: not the money you have it ((moves her head in negation)) 
341 Frank: it’s not the money. 
342 Mary: it’s the you give me a job 
343 Charlie: aha 
344 Frank: I should pay you. 
345 Mary: OK 
 MBM, Tape 2, Group B 
 
 
 
 In this VRE, Charlie used a functional definition to explain the meaning of the word 
(lines 320-321).  Frank provided misleading information when he equaled ‘hire’ to ‘rent’ (line 
322).  However, Charlie gave other examples and Frank looked the word up in the dictionary.  At 
the end, Mary was able to understand the word is a verb and that it meant “to give a job”.  A 
situation like this may increase the chances that one of the forms of assistance suits the 
participants’ learning styles.  In Excerpt 17, Charlie preferred to explain the meaning through 
situations (i.e. company), while Frank resorted to the dictionary definition (i.e. “to start to 
employ”).  In short, the fact that the participants at times shared some knowledge about words 
facilitated word knowledge construction because different approaches were combined.   
 In general, when two participants shared knowledge about a word, they reinforced each 
other’s ideas to express them in a clearer way.  Moreover, each may have had a different way of 
explaining to someone who was not familiar with it.   This was another facilitative aspect of the 
interaction.  Learners had different approaches to the task of constructing word knowledge, 
which rather than being an obstacle was an advantage, because it allowed them to get knowledge 
presented in different forms.  In fact, in an interview conducted at the end of the session, Mary 
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evaluated this aspect of group interaction.  She said:  “I like the way we learned and how 
different we express a word (laughs).  For example, someone like to draw, the other person like 
to make a sentence and we are different, but I think we learn new techniques and we can 
understand everyone and we learn a lot.”  Thus, the activity presented an opportunity for the 
learners to associate the words with information presented in different formats. 
 In other cases, some learners possessed knowledge of different aspects and they 
contributed different information in order to construct new knowledge together.  This became a 
benefit in different ways.  In some cases, some learners noticed things others did not, such as 
modeling the correct pronunciation, as in the beginning of Excerpt 4 (p. 54,‘compulsory’).  The 
participants could learn about the form, meaning, and use of a word by looking at it in context or 
by reading its definition, or by associating it with a situation.  
 As described in the first section of this chapter, the participants used a variety of 
strategies:  thinking of new situations, drawing, using gestures, rereading, and verifying. Among 
the strategies, thinking of new situations became one of the most popular ways of constructing 
knowledge.  The participants seemed to utilize this resource more often.  It seemed effective 
because they were able to remember well the situations they had talked about in the group 
activities, as shown in the evidence from follow-up activities.   
 As mentioned in the first section, another aspect of interaction that facilitated 
comprehension in the VREs was the use of gestures.  In Excerpt 1, Anne’s use of gesture helped 
Mary understand the meaning of ‘broad’.  She even appropriated the gesture to point out that 
‘wide’ is the opposite of ‘narrow’.  In Excerpt 12 (p. 62), John used gesture to accompany the 
words ‘grow’ and ‘escalator’, trying to convey the meaning of ‘escalating’.   Anne later 
appropriated the gesture as she provided a synonym (i.e. ‘increase’).  In Excerpt 18, Anne was 
unable to explain the meaning of conscience, even though she was familiar with the meaning, but 
her use of gesture (line 17) helped.   
 

 
 
 
Excerpt 18 
 
016 Mary: ‘concise’ 
017 Anne: ‘con+science’ is ((brings her right hand to her head)) 
018 Mary: to think  
019 Anne nods. 
020 Mary: you think right? No no no  rational? 
021 Anne: ((to Charlie)) ---- ((laughs)) 
022 Charlie: I’m not very  ((grabs the dictionary)) 
023      Mary:  good to explain ((checking the dictionary)) 
024      Charlie: I’m not sure 
025   Anne is using her electronic dictionary. Mary whispers the word again.  Charlie 026

 also whispers as he looks up the word.  Mary finds it first. 

027      Mary: Conscience. ((reads definition)) The feeling that you know and show do 028
 what is right or (2) when you know what is right…the feeling that you know 
029   Anne: yeah 
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Excerpt 18 – continued 
 
030      Mary: and choose what is right and what is wrong 
031      All write something down   

MBM, Tape 3, Group A 
  
 
  
 In this case, Anne’s use of gesture helped Mary get a better idea of the meaning, which 
they later looked up in the dictionary.  Also, it prompted Mary’s hypothesis (line 18), which 
served as a discussion starter.  As observed through the different examples, gestures played an 
important role in helping the students communicate and help others understand meaning. 
 Often a particular strategy was used without them noticing that they were building 
knowledge in that particular way, as in the case of gesture.  However, in some cases they 
participants verbalized their own strategies in the form of suggestions (strategic assistance), as  
seen in the data (i.e. when the learners suggested looking up a word, rereading the word in 
context, or asking the teacher when they did not seem to get a good understanding). The variety 
in strategies was one of the reasons why most of the time the participants completed the task 
successfully.  This aspect of the interaction is closely related to the fact that the participants were 
willing to help each other.  
 In addition to the use of various strategies, being in a group in which there were different 
levels of expertise created a special atmosphere in the groups.  Participants reflected willingness 
to help others (as observed in the opening of the VREs presented in Excerpts 2, 6, 14, and 17) 
and were receptive of assistance.  In a particular activity, the roles always shifted.  A learner who 
at one point needed help because he/she had never seen a particular word could be the one who 
provided assistance with another word minutes later.   The shifting roles had a positive effect on 
the attitude of participants, who often acknowledged the roles of others in their learning, as 
shown in Excerpt 16 when John acknowledged that Eddy taught him the meaning of 
‘disobedient’.  This type of recognition may have contributed to the willingness to help among 
participants, increased self-esteem, and built confidence in their own language skills.   
 
Constraining Aspects of Interaction 

 
 Previously, the fact that the learners sometimes hypothesized about the meaning of words 
was discussed.  This hypothesis could be based on their reading the text and analyzing the 
context.  However, in some other cases, the hypothesis was based on a focus on the form of 
words.  Focusing on form became problematic when the words were similar to other words in the 
L1 or L2.   
  
 L1 and word knowledge construction. In the case of L1, it was more of a problem for 
Spanish speakers, who came across several false cognates21.  In this section, I will consider 
several examples, especially as they relate to Spanish, which is also the instructor’s first 
language.  In one instance, Eddy got confused with the meaning of ‘accommodate’.  The word 
appeared in a text about schooling, in which the author discussed how teachers accommodated 
the needs of the students in the classroom.  Because of its similarity with the Spanish word 

                                                 
21 For example, ‘accommodate’, ‘compulsory’, ‘demand’, ‘entitled’. 



 

 79

‘acomodar’, Eddy thought that the meaning was, as he himself said: “put in order.”  He 
verbalized the definition of the Spanish form, and asked the teacher whether that was the 
meaning.  On another occasion, Mary said that she thought ‘demand’ was the English word for 
‘sue’, a word with which she was not familiar.  Another example of L1 interference is observed 
in Excerpt 19, in which Mary explains the meaning of ‘compulsory’ to Anne. 
 
 
 
Excerpt 19 
 
01 Anne: do you know the compulsory mean? 
02 Mary: yes, it’s for example if you go to shop everyday everyday  
03 Anne: aha 
04 Mary: you are a compulsory, you have a comp, you are a compulsory woman  
05           because you need to buy 
06 Anne: so  ((she is rereading the word)) 
07 Mary: compulsory [stress on 3rd syllable] means like you need to do  ((moving both  
08 hands towards her chest, as if desperate)) if you don’t do it you feel bad. 
09 Anne nods. 

MBM, Tape 7, Group B 
 
 
 
The problem in this case is that Anne accepted the definition Mary gave.  They did not 

verify it by checking the dictionary or asking the instructor.  Mary was very confident.  
However, the instructor noticed and included the word in the oral follow-up conducted the next 
day.   By coincidence, Mary selected a slip of paper that contained the word and had to explain it 
to the class.  She gave the same explanation that she had given to Anne the previous day.  Thus, 
the instructor pointed out that she was defining ‘compulsive’.  Then, Frank explained the 
meaning of the word. 

The instructor was able to select the words with which the learners had difficulties and 
include them in the follow-up activities.  In addition, the fact that the instructor’s first language 
was Spanish facilitated discussion because she knew what the students meant and which words 
they were confused with.  Thus, she was able to explain directly the differences between the 
Spanish word and the English word.   

Another case in which the L1 did not help the learners is found in a conversation as Eddy 
and Mary discussed the meaning of ‘peer’.  The fact that Spanish was their first language and 
that they were working together complicated matters22. Eddy relied on Spanish to discuss the 
meaning of the word to Mary, thus excluding Charlie, whose L1 was Chinese.  The discussion 
during which Charlie could not participate went on for about two minutes because Mary and 
Eddy had to work out the differences between the Spanish spoken in Ecuador and that spoken in 
Mexico.  The Spanish word provided by Eddy as the L1 equivalent had a different meaning for 
Mary, who said she had never used the word in the way in which Eddy had used it.  However, 
this was the only instance in which this problem was observed in the data.  Also, it is important 

                                                 
22 It was the only time this situation took place because it was the only time Mary and Eddy worked together.  The 
researcher always tried to have different L1s in each group. 
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to remember that it would not have been an issue if there had been two Japanese or Korean 
speakers in the group.  The fact that Spanish is spoken in so many countries and has so many 
variations made the situation more complicated.   

 
 L2 and Word Knowledge Construction. Focusing on form, the participants sometimes 
got confused with other L2 words.  In Excerpt 6 (p. 54), as Mary, Charlie, and Eddy discussed 
the meaning of “shortage,” the first hypothesis they develop had to do with ‘short’ and ‘age’. 
Eddy broke down the word into two components and hypothesized that it referred to age.  
Obviously, they were not paying attention to the context in which the word occurred, and they 
did not verify their hypothesis in the context of the text.  Rather they looked it up in the 
dictionary and found out that it had nothing to do with what Eddy had originally thought; thus, 
they abandoned the hypothesis and concentrated on its use (or grammatical function).    This 
kind of situation took place several times with different words.  For example, Mary explained the 
meaning of ‘compulsory’ to the class.  Her explanation was closer to the meaning of 
‘compulsive’.  Another word that presented problems was ‘affluent,’ which several learners 
related to ‘fluent’.   

In some other cases, the participants were forced to focus on the form in order to 
understand the meaning because the words were very similar and they got confused with words 
they already knew.  For example, they confused ‘expenses’ with ‘expensive’ and had difficulty 
understanding the difference between ‘developed’ countries and ‘developing’ countries.    

Another case in which a learner got confused with L2 forms, both spoken and written, 
was the word ‘colleague’.  When Mary, Anne, and Charlie talked about it, Mary pronounced it as 
“college”.  Moreover, she explained it to Anne and Charlie as “the person you study with them.” 
In this case, Mary was influenced by her pronunciation of ‘colleagues’, i.e. spoken form, with its 
meaning.  An aspect of L2 that sometimes became problematic was pronunciation, which 
sometimes made it difficult for the learners to understand each other.  Excerpt 20 provides an 
example. 

 

Excerpt 20 

41 Eddy: like the roles have been the same, have been prevailed 
42 Anne: ((Reads off her dictionary. Unintelligible)) 
43 Eddy: Prevail? To be upset? ((confused)) 
44 Anne:  ((reading again)) to be upset after a struggle ((she means ‘accepted’)) 
45 Eddy looks at his textbook and then at Anne’s dictionary 

46 Anne: that meaning   
47 Eddy calls the instructor 

48 Eddy: [Teacher], could you exp- explain us prevail? 
MBM, Tape 5A   
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In this excerpt, after Eddy had spent some time trying to explain the meaning of ‘prevail’, 
Anne checked her dictionary and found a definition “to be accepted after a struggle” and she read 
it for Eddy (line 45).  Anne’s pronunciation of ‘accepted’ was misleading because Eddy 
understood ‘upset’, and he had to request assistance from the instructor.  This problem led to a 
lengthy discussion in which the teacher made the students go back to the text and reread the 
sentence in which the word appeared.  The discussion took 4 minutes.  Later, they realized Anne 
was right, but her pronunciation confused Eddy. 

The restricted L2 abilities of some of the participants were also a limitation in providing 
good explanations.  In Excerpt 4 (p. 52), for example, Eddy and Frank are the “experts”, but they 
find themselves unable to explain the meaning of the word ‘compulsory’.  Perhaps the fact that 
this is an abstract concept adds difficulty.  However, it might also be a matter of not being able to 
find the appropriate words or to express oneself clearly or fluently, as Eddy expressed in the final 
interview:  “you’re trying to teach somebody else what do you think because sometimes the 
ideas are inside your brain ((points at his head)), the difficult thing is put it in your mouth 
((points at his mouth))”.  However, Eddy perceived this as an advantage of the activity, which 
allowed him to improve his speaking skills. 

Overall, the few obstacles the participants came across were solved in the conversation 
themselves thanks to the participants’ ability to use the resources available to them.  Thus, the 
task served to expedite the process of vocabulary learning in group interaction, presenting more 
advantages than disadvantages to vocabulary learning.     
  
 

Summary 

  
 
 In this chapter, the data were described and analyzed in light of the research questions.  In 
addressing the first research question, the researcher identified two types of assistance: linguistic 
and non-linguistic.   In addition, expertise influence the way assistance was provided in the 
VREs.  It was also determined that learners presented information and discussed mostly the 
meaning of words, paying less attention to form and use. Regarding the second research 
question, evidence of internalization was observed in the conversations as well as in written and 
oral assessments.  However, not all the information about words processed and internalized in 
conversation was carried to the assessment, demonstrating vocabulary learning is an incremental 
process of developing knowledge about the words in different areas. Many aspects of the task 
and the interaction among learners proved to be helpful in developing word knowledge.  Some 
constraints were also observed, but it was shown that the learners were able to overcome them 
through dialogue and by tapping on the different resources available. 
 In the next chapter, the findings presented in this chapter will be linked to the literature 
reviewed in Chapter 2.  More specifically, the researcher will describe how the findings on 
assistance relate to specific constructs of sociocultural theory, and the findings on word 
knowledge development relate to the literature on L2 vocabulary learning.   
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CHAPTER 5 

 

DISCUSSION OF THE FINDINGS 
 
 
 

Introduction 

 
 
 The purpose of this study was to investigate L2 vocabulary learning in group activities in 
the ESL classroom.  Through this study, insights on the process of collaborative word knowledge 
construction from a SCT perspective were gained.  The findings of the study, presented in the 
previous chapter, revealed some themes about L2 learning that instantiate constructs in 
sociocultural theory.  They also reflect previous research findings on L2 vocabulary learning, 
especially as they relate to word knowledge.  In this chapter, the findings of this study will be 
discussed in light of the research questions and the literature reviewed in Chapter 2.  As will be 
discussed in this chapter, the findings of the present study validate the use of group activities in 
the process of L2 vocabulary learning, which is incremental in nature, because the learners 
develop both linguistic abilities that are not limited to lexicon and cognitive skills they can apply 
in learning the language. This chapter also includes a discussion of the implications of this study 
for the field of SLA and ESL instruction.  The chapter closes with recommendations for further 
research.   
 
 

Collaborative Construction of Word Knowledge 

  
 
This section addresses the first research question, concerning how intermediate ESL 

learners assist each other in vocabulary-related group activities.  The data were collected in an 
intermediate ESL classroom as learners worked in groups to discuss unfamiliar vocabulary from 
reading texts.  In order to analyze the data collected for the present study, the researcher 
examined the interaction among participants.  The data reflected the importance of expertise and 
assistance in the completion of the activities.  In this section, the interaction among participants 
will be examined, linking the findings of the study to these two constructs from sociocultural 
theory. 

Interaction in Vocabulary Related Group Activities 

 As learners worked together to discuss features of words, they constructed knowledge as 
a group.  Each participant made contributions in order to assist the others in understanding, 
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responding to the needs of their peers.  In addition, they made use of the resources available to 
them, i.e. dictionaries, index cards.  As demonstrated in Chapter 4, interaction provided the tools 
learners needed in order to develop knowledge about the words.   

The participants engaged in collaborative dialogue.  Collaborative dialogue is “the joint 
construction of language –or knowledge about language- by two or more individuals; it’s what 
allows performance to outstrip competence; it’s where language use and language learning can 
co-occur” (Swain, 1997, p.115).  Swain distinguishes two types of collaborative dialogue, one in 
which learners construct language together and one in which learners construct knowledge about 
language.  Both types were observed in the data. An example of the first type is found in Excerpt 
2 (p. 49), in which Eddy and Frank completed each other’s sentences to give an example of a 
situation in which the word ‘incorporate’ is used. In Excerpt 15 (p. 71), there is an example of 
the second type: Eddy and Frank jointly constructed an explanation for John that included the 
meaning and a morphological analysis of the word ‘disobedient’.  In some cases, the two types 
were seen in one VRE because the task itself directed the learners to construct knowledge about 
words in different ways. 

In studying collaborative dialogue, Swain (1997) observed that language was learned as it 
was being used in conversation.  As Swain pointed out, through collaborative dialogue the 
participants can “add to their own knowledge and extend that of their peers.”  This was 
observable in numerous instances in the excerpts presented in Chapter 4 of this paper.  A 
concrete example is found in Excerpt 17 (p. 75), in which the participants constructed knowledge 
about the word ‘hire’.  Frank had to look it up to clarify it for himself, adding to his own 
knowledge, but by doing so, he also expanded the knowledge Mary was beginning to develop 
from the examples provided by Charlie. At the end of the VRE, she showed understanding of the 
meaning and the part of speech.  
 In her work, Swain emphasizes output23.  The role of output in collaborative dialogue 
among participants was crucial, benefiting all participants.  In the data, output had a dual role:  
novices gained knowledge and experts improved their oral communication skills.  Output also 
promotes consciousness.  To an extent, the challenge for participants in collaborative dialogue is 
to produce speech, but this is an advantage of the activity. In fact, one of the learners, Eddy, 
identified this benefit in an interview subsequent to the data collection phase:  

“not only you learn another word, but also you improve your speaking; you’re trying to 

teach somebody else what do you think because sometimes the ideas are inside your 

brain ((points at his head)), the difficult thing is put it in your mouth ((points at his 

mouth))”.  

In this view, both learners expand their knowledge: one expands his cognitive abilities 
and the other his communicative abilities.  Thus, language becomes the object of learning and 
the instrument for learning (Swain, 2000).  Knowledge derives from participation.  It is 
manifested in participation, as a result of talking, telling, and explaining ideas to the other 
learners and the instructor.  It is production in participation that allowed Eddy not only to learn 
words, but also to practice speaking English.  He used the wonderful metaphor of expressing 
already acquired knowledge (“put ideas which are inside your brain in your mouth”).  In a way, 

                                                 
23 Swain uses the term output in accordance with interactionist theory, which focuses on input.  The term 
‘participation’ seems more aligned with the SCT framework because it entails collaboration as well as 
communication. 
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Eddy was trying to say that one may know something, but it is only when one is able to produce 
it that the knowledge counts.  In addition, through participation he became aware of the learning 
process. 

The dialogue among the participants in the present study was characterized by the use of 
different linguistic and non-linguistic resources to make oneself understood and to assist others, 
as discussed in Chapter 4.  In SCT, this process is called mediation, which is considered a 
mechanism that leads to development.   In vocabulary related group activities mediation occurs 
between the participants and the task as well as among participants.  In trying to complete the 
task, each participant needs to understand the others in any possible way. 

The learners need to have mutual understanding about how to complete the task, so they 
have to negotiate to achieve a common goal.  This feature of interaction is known as 

intersubjectivity.  In order to be able to assist others, each participant should think about the other 
participants’ intentions and needs.  This feature was key in helping the learners develop word 
knowledge.  For example, in Excerpt 3 (p. 51) Anne explained to Frank how they could go about 
discussing the words.  She was proposing to compare the index cards in order to find out who 
knew the words and who did not in order to get explanations from others instead of looking the 
words up in the dictionary.  In other cases, they tried to achieve agreement with respect to the 
explanations, verifying if others had understood the explanations.  When for some reason they 
disagreed, they used different resources through which they clarified information. Even though it 
made discussions longer, it resulted in increased understanding.  For example, in the discussion 
about the word ‘prevail’ (Excerpt 20, p. 80), phonological features had to be addressed in order 
to achieve intersubjectivity on semantic issues. Achieving intersubjectivity was the basis for 
knowledge construction through assistance.    

The use of gesture is a clear example of mediation. From a sociocultural theoretical 
perspective, gestures are mediational tools. In the vocabulary related group activities, the 
learners used gestures in various ways in order to enhance communication and promote mutual 
understanding. Deictic gestures (i.e. pointing) were used frequently to indicate the location of the 
words in the text, the index cards, or the dictionary.  The intention of the learners was to call 
attention to specific features or to direct the other learners to a specific task, rereading the text 
and the definitions.  These gestures were certainly important.  

According to McNeill, Cassell, and McCollough (1994), gestures are co-expressive with 
speech. In this view, they are intertwined with speech in order to complement it.  A possible 
interpretation is that in the case of these L2 learners, their limited linguistic abilities required 
them to use gestures instead of speech to express what they could not express with words.    For 
example, in Excerpt 12 (p.62), John was trying to explain the meaning of ‘escalating’.  John said 
‘grow’ at the same time he moved his hand upward.  Anne later appropriated the gesture when 
she provided another synonym (‘increase’).  In other cases, gestures were used instead of speech 
when learners could not provide an explanation with words.  In Excerpt 11 (p. 59), Anne brought 
her hand to her forehead to explain the meaning of ‘conscience’.   Krauss, Chen, and Gottesman 
(2000) define both types of gestures as lexical gestures for they are closely related to the 
semantic meaning of the speech they accompany.   Lexical gestures are further classified into 
iconic and metaphorical.   The first example (‘escalating’) would be iconic because it represents 
an upward movement. The other is metaphoric because it represents an abstract construct.    
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Expertise and Assistance in Interaction 

 As described in Chapter 4, there were two scenarios regarding expertise.  The first was 
when one or two of the learners was familiar with a word.  The second was when none of the 
members of the group were familiar with the word.  Even though in both cases they were still 
able to help each other, in each scenario the mechanisms used by learners were different.  As 
Ohta (2000, 2001) explains, assistance depends on expertise: scaffolding takes place when there 
is a more experienced peer; mutual assistance takes place in the absence of an expert.   

Scaffolding was one of the mechanisms used by participants when there was an expert in 
the group.  As Donato (1994) explains, the expert responds to the novice’s abilities.  In the 
present study, the experts provided assistance by answering the questions of the novices.  In 
other cases, they adapted the responses to the abilities of the “novice”.  One way to do this was 
to complement speech with gestures, as in Excerpt 1. Anne had given the synonym ‘wide’ to 
Mary, and since Mary was still unable to understand, Anne repeated the word at the same time 
she moved her hands apart.  Anne adapted her explanation in a way Mary would understand. In 
the data collected for the present study, the “experts” explained until the explanation was clear 
for the novice, sometimes checking understanding by asking: “you got it?”, although peers did 
not always require explicit demonstration of knowledge that a teacher would usually expect.    

Stone (1993) focuses on communication as an important feature of scaffolding.  She 
points out that the use of scaffolding relies on the ability of the participants to agree with and 
understand each other, i.e. achieve intersubjectivity, which was a prominent feature of the 
interaction (as discussed above). These attempts facilitated word knowledge construction 
because participants would move into deeper levels of analysis even when they disagreed.   

The concept of scaffolding (as defined by Wood, Bruner, and Ross, 1976) relies on the 
assumption that the presence of a more experienced person is a necessary condition for learning 
to occur.  However, as discussed in Chapter 2, in L2 research this notion has evolved.  Donato 
(1994) and Ohta (2001) refer to collective scaffolding and peer-assisted performance, 
respectively, to account for scaffolding that takes place in the absence of an expert.   

In the case of the vocabulary-related activities analyzed in the present study, there were 
many instances in which none of the members of a group was familiar with a word.  In such 
cases, they were still able to help each other using different resources, such as the dictionary and 
the textbook. They still relied on each other to confirm explanations, as in Excerpt 6 when the 
learners were discussing the word ‘shortage’.   Thus, through interaction with other peers at the 
same level, they acquired new knowledge.  In addition, they modeled the use of tools, such as 
dictionaries. In the absence of linguistic expertise, they drew on metacognitive and 
metalinguistic strategies to build knowledge.  This supports the research findings of Ohta (2000, 
2001), who explains that assistance is often mutual.   

The roles of novice and expert shifted constantly, from VRE to VRE.  Expertise was a 
feature of the group, not of individual participants.  In the case that they were all novices, the 
dynamics were a little different, but they were still able to move to higher levels of word 
knowledge.  Vygotsky’s definition of ZPD is based on child development: an adult assists the 
child and guides him/her through the ZPD. Referring to L2 learners in particular, Lantolf (2000) 
points out that each learner moves through his/her ZPD, even in the absence of a clear expert.  
The findings of the present study support Lantolf’s (2000) definition of the ZPD: 
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“It seems clear that people working jointly are able to co-construct contexts in which 
expertise emerges as a feature of the group […] The ZPD is, then, more appropriately 
conceived as the collaborative construction of opportunities […] for individuals to 
develop their mental abilities” (Lantolf, 2000, p. 17).   

  
As seen in the data, individuals at different levels can assist each other (Donato, 1994; 

Ohta 2000, 2001).  That is to say, they create affordances (vanLier, 2000), i.e. opportunities for 
knowledge construction generated in the activity. The learners activated each other’s areas of 
linguistic and metalinguistic expertise, providing guidance or modeling the use of tools.  This 
definition of ZPD describes very well the mechanisms  generated by the group of learners who 
participated in the present study. As mentioned above, opportunities for interaction are also 
opportunities to develop not only word knowledge, but also language abilities.    The task and the 
instructor were also involved.  The affordances provided by the activity were numerous, as seen 
in the description of the data (Chapter 4).  The learners relied on physical tools, such as the 
dictionaries and the textbooks, on the knowledge of others (students and instructor), and the 
explanations constructed as part of the discussion.  Moreover, they had opportunities to verify 
their understanding of the explanations in the conversation through synonyms, paraphrases, 
hypotheses, examples, and situations. The task afforded both processing and production. The 
task promoted learning through assistance: participants helped each other to construct 
knowledge.  Explanations, ideas, and thoughts were adjusted to meet the needs of the 
participants, who looked for the best ways to convey meaning.  They used synonyms, definitions, 
gestures, etc.  In the conversations, the learners used language to give explanations to others and 
verify their understanding, taking advantage of the opportunities to learn. 
 

 

Evidence of Word Knowledge Development 

 
 

The second research question deals specifically with evidence of development of 
knowledge about the words discussed in vocabulary-related group activities found in both the 
conversations and the follow-up activities.  In addressing the findings of the second research 
question, two views must be combined.  From the sociocultural theoretical framework, 
internalization is the key concept underlying word knowledge development.  However, since not 
many L2 studies have been conducted in the area of L2 vocabulary from this framework, the 
researcher reviewed literature on L2 vocabulary learning from different perspectives.  Therefore, 
in order to discuss the specific issue of word knowledge development, research on L2 vocabulary 
discussed in the review of literature is discussed as it relates to the findings of the study. 
 
Sociocultural Theoretical Perspective 

 The researcher found evidence that the knowledge constructed in the conversations 
among participants was integrated into the minds of the individual learners.  Within the 
sociocultural theoretical framework, the process is known as internalization. As stated in Chapter 
2, internalization is defined as “the internal reconstruction of an external operation”   (Vygotsky, 
1978, p.56).  Within the SCT framework, interaction provides the basis for internalization.   That 
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is to say, learning is first interpsychological and then intrapsychological.  While working with 
others, cognitive processes emerge as a feature of the conversation.  Learning is triggered by 
interaction.  As observed in the data collected for this study, learners, in collaboration with peers, 
developed some knowledge about words. In the data, there is evidence of independent 
knowledge, developed through interaction both in the actual conversations and after the 
conversations (follow-up activities).   
 One very good example of internalization in conversation is in Excerpt 12 (p. 62) when 
John explained the meaning of ‘escalating’ to Anne.  Based on the explanations provided by 
John, Anne was able to explain it to Frank.  In this excerpt, Anne appropriated the gesture used 
by John in order to accompany the word ‘increase’, which she used to explain the meaning of the 
word to Frank.  Anne spontaneously demonstrated understanding by providing a synonym and 
using a gesture.  

However, as discussed in the previous chapter, this type of evidence was not always 
observable in the conversations among learners, which does not indicate that the learner did not 
acquire knowledge.  Perhaps the best example of this situation is found in Excerpts 15 and 16 (p. 
71) in which the word ‘disobedient’ is discussed.  Together, Eddy and Frank explained the 
meaning and the form of the word.  Even though in the conversation there was no clear evidence 
that John had understood, the following day he was able to provide an explanation that reflected 
his understanding of the form and semantic aspects addressed by his peers the previous day.  Just 
as Frank and Eddy had done, John broke down the word into its components and gave an 
example.  Moreover, he was able to expand on the morphological analysis (“dis” + “obey”), and 
the example of obeying figures of authority was applied to parents as well as teachers.  
Furthermore, he was able to use the word correctly in a sentence.  Thus, internalization of co-
constructed knowledge occurred in the conversation and afterwards in the class review and the 
game.   

In the present study, interaction had an impact on the knowledge acquired by learners. 
Both Qi (2000) and Markee (2000) observed that the learners who had participated in their 
studies could remember the examples used by other participants.  This also happened in the 
present study, as illustrated in the excerpts presented in Chapter 4.  In other words, there is 
evidence in both the conversation and the follow-up data that the learners were able to 
reconstruct in their minds the information presented by others and recall it at a later time (for 
example, at the time of assessment).   

However, it was also observed in the data that not all knowledge demonstrated in the 
conversations was remembered at later times.  Sometimes, the participants expressed or 
demonstrated that they had forgotten aspects of word knowledge that had been discussed in the 
vocabulary-related group activities (See Table 7).  This inability to demonstrate knowledge has 
to do with the nature of vocabulary learning, an issue that will be discussed later in this chapter. 

Hall (1997) points out that in SCT a strong link is believed to exist between learning and 
opportunities to communicate.   This assertion is clear in Excerpts 15 and 16 (described above) 
in which John demonstrated that his accomplishments in the follow-up were directly related to 
information gained in conversation with Eddy and Frank.  Other examples were presented in 
Chapter 4 (See Excerpts 13 to 20 and Tables 3, 7, 8, and 9).  Moreover, the follow-up activities 
served the purpose of reviewing information learners had discussed in the group activities and 
recalling knowledge by expressing ideas themselves or by listening to others explain words.  
This reinforcement or recycling of words is a necessary condition for L2 vocabulary learning, as 
will be discussed in the next section. 



 

 88

 

L2 Vocabulary Research 

In Chapter 2, studies on L2 vocabulary learning were reviewed.  In SCT vocabulary has 
been studied generally as a result of other research foci (e.g. Di Camila and Anton, 1997; Ohta, 
2001; Markee, 2001).  Some psycholinguistic studies relate to the mental lexicon and word 
knowledge.  Other researchers have focused on vocabulary in L2 learning and teaching.  Several 
of the concepts and proposals made by L2 researchers were instantiated by the data. Findings 
that relate to psycholinguistic studies are discussed first, followed by SLA studies. 

 
 Psycholinguistic perspective. From a psycholinguistic perspective, issues such as 
storage, access, and retrieval are central to the discussion of L2 vocabulary learning.  The mental 
lexicon is the term used to refer to words stored in the mind.  Research in this field has revealed 
that words are interconnected.  Thus, accessing a word entails activating other words.  Moreover, 
activating a word in L2 may activate other words in L2 as well as L1.  In the data collected for 
the present study, there is support for research findings from psycholinguistic studies concerning 
this feature in lexical storage, access, and retrieval.   

There is evidence in the data that words stored in the mind are interconnected, and that 
the relationship could be either phonological or semantic.  This phenomenon was evident in the 
words that were activated (i.e. that the learners talked about).  For example, in Excerpt 10 (p. 59) 
Eddy used the words ‘court’, ‘jury’, and ‘judge’ to explain the meaning of the word ‘tribunal’.  
In his mind he activated semantically related words and used them in his explanation.  In other 
instances, the words activated were phonologically related to the target word.  An example is in 
Excerpt 5 (p. 53), in which Charlie erroneously activated ‘lock’ and ‘look’ as part of the 
discussion of the word ‘lack’.   

Also, in a few occasions, L1 words were activated when discussing the meaning of L2 
words.  This demonstrates that the L1 and L2 mental lexicons are also interconnected, as shown 
in the literature review. In Excerpt 13 (p. 63), Eddy said the Spanish equivalent of ‘attire’ after 
reading the dictionary definition.  In other occasions, Eddy, as part of the discussion, provided 
the L1 equivalents. Once, he used Spanish to help Mary (the other Spanish speaker) understand 
the meaning of ‘peer’.  On another occasion, he verified his comprehension of the meaning of 
‘wise’ by asking the instructor whether it meant ‘sabio’ in Spanish.   This evidence reveals that 
Eddy established a connection with pre-existing knowledge, i.e. the Spanish words.  However, 
the learners typically did not verbalize words in their L1s as part of the discussion.  One reason 
why this did not happen so often could be that the teacher was careful to assign learners to 
groups so that different L1s were represented in order for students to speak English only, which 
does not mean that the learners did not create those connections.  In fact, they might have used 
the L1 equivalents in their notes.  There is no evidence to this respect in the collection of index 
cards, but the fact that the learners knew the instructor would collect the index cards might have 
influenced their decision to use English only24.   

Regarding word knowledge development, the data reflected an idea proposed by 
researchers:  word knowledge dimensions are independent of one another (Nation, 1990).  As 
Charlie explained in the feedback session, he recognized the word ‘affluent’, but did not 
remember its meaning.  He was able to recognize the written form of the word after the first 

                                                 
24 Also, as stated in Chapter 3, the school policy establishes that only English should be spoken in the school. 



 

 89

exposures and its meaning after other exposures.  In addition, the fact that the participant has 
learned the meaning does not mean that s/he will be able to pronounce the word correctly.  When 
Charlie explained that, he continued to pronounce the word incorrectly.  He explained that it took 
attention and several exposures to the word ‘affluent’ for him to remember the meaning.   
Additional effort and attention were needed to remember the meaning.   The task emphasizes 
explicit vocabulary learning: he was determined to learn the word. The data analyzed for this 
study revealed that vocabulary learning is a time-consuming process and that it takes time to 
learn the words (Schmitt, 2000).   

Second language research perspective.  The findings also reflect the results of studies 
on L2 vocabulary learning and teaching.  For example, in their study of the strategies learners 
used in learning a foreign language lexicon, Lawson and Hogben (1996) identified strategies of 
repetition, word feature analysis, elaboration (including comparisons among words, translation, 
paraphrase, mnemonics, and sentence construction). Students worked individually to learn words 
and report their cognitive strategies in a think-aloud protocol.  In the data collected for the 
present study, these strategies were also found, even though the participants worked in groups.  
Participation in the conversation fostered the emergence of cognitive strategies used by 
individual learners.  However, in the Lawson and Hogben study, learners working alone relied 
more on repetition. In the present study, the learners used a variety of strategies: definitions, 
paraphrase, semantic associations, comparison of words, and descriptions of situations because 
they did not work alone.  

In their study, Lawson and Hogben (1996) found a strong link between what they termed 
elaboration strategies and recall of new words.  They contrasted these to repetition and word 
feature analysis as strategies.  Although an enumeration of strategy types is beyond the scope of 
the present study, it is important to mention that in the conversation, the learners used more 
elaboration strategies.  Tables 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8 and 9 show that evidence from the conversations, 
the index cards, and the follow-up activities is found in the form of new hypotheses, 
paraphrasing, association with other words, contrasting words, creating new sentences, and other 
mechanisms.  Thus, elaboration strategies were more commonly used in the conversations. This 
constitutes an important finding in support of the extensive work of McCarthy (1990), Nation 
(1990, 1995, 2001), and Schmitt (1998, 2000), which indicates that the more processing 
involved, the greater the chances that words are stored and retrieved for future use.    

Another notion revealed in the findings of the study is related to the incremental nature of 
the vocabulary learning process.  L2 vocabulary researchers have pointed out that vocabulary 
learning is incremental: a process of acquiring knowledge of the form, meaning, and use (Nation, 
1990, 2001).  In addition, development in some areas does not guarantee learning of the different 
dimensions of word knowledge. Vocabulary learning is viewed as a process that goes from the 
first exposure to a word until its mastery.  It is impossible to know a word based on one 
exposure.  A person acquires different features over a period of time depending on the exposure 
to the word.  In the present study, the learners sometimes developed knowledge, but did not 
demonstrated until they participated in other activities (as shown in Excerpts 15 and 16, p. 71). 
The opposite is also true.  The fact that there is evidence in the conversations and index cards 
presented above does not guarantee that the learners will recognize, remember, or be able to 
explain the words later. On several occasions, the learners remembered the definition, but were 
unable to use the word in a sentence. (as illustrated in Table 7, p. 69).     
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The present study also has parallels with the study by Markee (2000).  As in the Markee 
(2000) study, the participants in the present study drew on their knowledge of the world, their 
L1s and L2s, and assistance from their peers for a better understanding of the meaning of words.  
Also, the definitions or explanations the participants gave at the end of VREs and in follow-up 
activities were the result of a group effort to construct knowledge about words  (See Excerpts 1, 
5, 6, 8, 12, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18 and Tables 3, 7, and 9 for examples).  As in the Markee (2000) 
study, the participants concentrated on meaning, perhaps because in both contexts the learners 
were working with readings.  However, it was also observed that participation in the activity 
provided opportunities to develop knowledge about the other aspects of word knowledge, i.e. 
form and use.      

In short, the findings reflect many of the ideas about L2 vocabulary learning from studies 
conducted from a psycholinguistic perspective.  Cognitive processes were instantiated in the 
context of collaborative work in the classroom.   Internalization of L2 word knowledge was 
accomplished in learner-learner interaction.  

 

Facilitative and Constraining Aspects of Interaction in VREs 

 
The third research question was aimed at identifying the characteristics of the interaction 

in vocabulary-related group activities that seem to ease and cause difficulties in the development 
of word knowledge.  Based on the theoretical framework, the researcher worked under the 
assumption that the learners achieved higher levels of development through assistance in the 
ZPD.  This question refers specifically to the opportunities the learners created for each other to 
benefit from their participation in the group activity.  In the previous chapter, it was mentioned 
that the activities provided affordances for the participants to develop word knowledge based on 
conversations about unfamiliar words from a text.  It was also clear that learners encountered 
problems because of misunderstandings. 

 
Facilitative Aspects 

The affordances in the vocabulary related group activities that were analyzed for this 
study are related to learning context and the skills that were developed.  The participants created 
a positive environment, in which the resources were used to the fullest and the explanations 
constructed were rich.  In addition, the learners took control over their own learning and 
developed language skills in general.  

The relationships among learners ensured a safe environment for learning, in which all 
participants were willing to help others and, at the same time, they felt comfortable requesting 
assistance.  The will to cooperate with each other was the basis for word knowledge 
development.  It was also a key factor in working out differences of opinion and 
misunderstanding among participants.  As suggested in Chapter 4, the learners were able to 
overcome obstacles posed by pronunciation and limited knowledge of the L2 and develop 
knowledge in the activities.   

The learners used the resources available to them and the expertise of the team members 
to make the best out of their learning experience, i.e. they capitalized on affordances.  The 
textbooks, dictionaries, and index cards, as well as the expertise of others (both teachers and 
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learners), became the tools for developing word knowledge.  This allowed learners to verify 
information using different sources.  This factor also helped them overcome misunderstandings 
during conversations. 

As discussed in Chapter 4, the activity also presented the participants opportunities to 
learn words in association with to other words and to be exposed to words several times, as the 
words appeared several times in the discussions.  Regarding opportunities to learn other 
meanings, Eddy said: “and also ‘to grant’ has another meaning, like to give, so I knew the other 
meanings, but not this one so it’s good also knew or know another meanings of one word.”  As a 
result of the interaction, learners started paying attention to words and reinforced meaning as 
they encountered words again.  Eddy explained he had learned the meaning of ‘purchase’ in class 
and he was surprised he did not know it the first time he saw it.   

The presence of others also guaranteed a variety of explanations, which increased the 
opportunities to understand meaning and develop knowledge (as in Excerpts 1, 2, 5, 15, 17).  
Evaluating this aspect of interaction, Mary said:  “I like the way we learned and how different we 
express a word (laughs).  For example, someone like to draw, the other person like to make a 
sentence and we are different, but I think we learn new techniques and we can understand 
everyone and we learn a lot.”  

When the learners encountered new words they were able to make stronger connections 
to specific contexts and situations.  This could be a way in which the learners take more control 
over their own learning processes.  Also, as expressed by Eddy and Charlie, the activity helped 
the learners to develop awareness that vocabulary learning is a process and that exposure helps 
them reinforce knowledge acquired in the classroom.  Moreover, the learners found the activities 
valuable in that they provided opportunities to learn other meanings and promoted attention.  
Eddy added:  “And also like one week before I receive a mail and said your purchase hasn’t been 
confirmed yet.”  Also, these encounters with words increase the learners’ confidence in their own 
language learning skills.  Eddy:  “you feel good because you can overhear and understand 
information from the vocabulary that you learned in class.” This also reflects the fact that the 
learners are in control, even beyond the specific vocabulary task. In the first section of this 
chapter, it was also discussed that the tasks also provided opportunities to improve 
communication skills, as Eddy expressed at the end of the session.   

 

Constraining Aspects of Interaction  

 

 As discussed in Chapter 4, two main sources of difficulty were identified in the tasks:  L1 
interference and limited knowledge of the L2.  It was also mentioned that the learners were able 
to overcome the obstacles in the conversation.  However, these issues are worth taking into 
account, especially because instructors should be aware of them. 

L1 interference was occasionally reflected as the Spanish-speaking learners focused on 
the form of words.  They found false cognates and made assumptions about their meaning.  They 
also made assumptions about the form of some English words based on Spanish words.  This 
reflects the interconnectedness of words in the mind, discussed earlier.  In this particular case, 
the fact that the instructor’s L1 was Spanish made it easier for her to assist learners.  

Although most of the time the participants were able to get the correct information, there 
was one occasion (Excerpt 19, p. 79) in which Mary explained the meaning of ‘compulsory’ as 
‘compulsive’ to Anne, who did not verify the information in her electronic dictionary or with the 
instructor.  Fortunately, the instructor noticed the error and the following day Mary had to 
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explain the word in front of the class, which allowed the instructor to point out the difference 
between ‘compulsive’ and ‘compulsory’.   

Other obstacles came about because of the learners’ limited knowledge of English.  The 
problem of focus on form also took place when the learners focused on L2 forms, as in the case 
of words such as ‘shortage’ and ‘affluent’.  The participants were often confused, but the 
obstacles were overcome through interaction with others and with the resources available in the 
classroom.  In Chapter 4, the researcher pointed out that the learners had pronunciation problems 
that lead to lengthy discussion.  In other cases, they also found it difficult to explain words, even 
when they were familiar with them.  As mentioned above, they found a way to solve these 
problems by pointing at the written form of words or using dictionaries.  Less advanced learners 
might have had more problems in trying to understand each other.  More advanced learners 
might not have had these difficulties.     

 

 

Implications of the Study 

  
 
 As seen in the above discussion, the present study establishes a link between 
collaborative work and internalization of word knowledge, as demonstrated in the conversations 
and the follow-up activities.  Participation in vocabulary-related group activities prompted the 
use of strategies that help students create associations between the new knowledge and already 
acquired knowledge.  In addition, many aspects of the interaction facilitated collaborative 
construction of word knowledge and provided the opportunity to overcome obstacles and clarify 
misunderstandings.  These findings have theoretical and methodological implications for SLA 
research as well as implications for ESL instruction.   

Implications for the Field of SLA 

The findings of the present study have clear implications for the field of SLA, especially 
regarding the application of sociocultural theory in research in the field.  From a sociocultural 
theoretical perspective, learning occurs in interaction with others and with the affordances in the 
environment.  As Vygotsky proposed, internalization comes about as a result of participation in 
tasks, interacting with others and with tools.  Applied to vocabulary-related group activities, SCT 
provided the lens through which the researcher gained insights on word knowledge development, 
a topic traditionally studied from a cognitive perspective.  The most important contribution of the 
study is that the researcher was able to document the process of L2 vocabulary leaning in 
interaction.  A group of SLA researchers have advanced efforts to determine the extent of the 
applications of Vygotsky’s theory to second language learning. The findings of the present study 
lend further credibility to the work of SLA researchers such as Lantolf (2000), Swain (1995, 
1997, 2000), Hall (1997) and Ohta (2000, 2001), providing evidence that learning occurs in 
interaction.  More specifically, the findings support the notion that vocabulary learning occurs in 
interaction.   

The task generated joint attention to words, and conversations became tools for thinking.  
Cognition emerged as a feature of the group, not simply of individual learners.  On many 
occasions the learners demonstrated they were processing the input received in conversation, 
integrating it to already acquired knowledge, and re-assembling it in their minds to produce new 
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knowledge or knowledge in a format that made sense to them (e.g. when they paraphrased, gave 
synonyms, or used gesture).  In the end, what learners were able to produce was the result of the 
interaction among the participants, the instructor, and the affordances.   

Ohta (2001) views language learning as a process of dynamic internalization.  This view 
of language learning was also reflected in L2 vocabulary learning in vocabulary-related group 
activities. Language was produced as a way to assist others in understanding aspects of new 
words, to organize thoughts, and to generate and verify hypotheses about the words that were 
being discussed.  The learners collaboratively constructed language and knowledge about the 
language as a result of interaction.  Word knowledge was transformed in interaction and 
integrated into the minds of learners, as demonstrated in Chapter 4 and discussed earlier in this 
chapter.   

The findings also establish the place for classroom interaction, including the social and 
the physical environment, what Ohta calls “interaction of person-in-environment”.  As described 
above, learning took place through mutual assistance and the use of tools, which allowed all 
learners to move through their ZPDs by creating affordances for each other.   Taking advantage 
of the opportunities presented by group work, the learners assisted each other in completing the 
task, thus developing word knowledge.  Vocabulary learning is a process, as indicated by gaps in 
what learners remembered in the follow-up activities.  That is why knowledge was not carried 
through, remembered, and retrieved in all cases.  L2 vocabulary learning is a process of 
accumulating knowledge about words that depends on exposure to the words in different 
contexts and situations.  Word knowledge develops over time.  From a theoretical perspective, 
the findings of the present study indicate that L2 vocabulary learning is a process in which social 
interaction has a key role.   From a methodological perspective, the study establishes the value of 
CA as a method to research learner-learner interaction for the specific area of lexical 
development, in addition to other areas of language learning. 
 

Implications of the Study for ESL Instruction 

The above discussion of the findings seem to indicate the inclusion of classroom 
activities like the ones examined in the present study may be very beneficial for the learners.  L2 
vocabulary learning is enhanced in this environment.  First of all, the participants were able to 
focus on the words and develop knowledge of different aspects of the words.  In addition, 
participation in vocabulary-related group activities can be linked to deeper cognitive processing 
of L2 lexical items.  Certainly there are cognitive processes involved in looking up a word in the 
dictionary by oneself.  However, it can be assumed that higher levels of processing are achieved 
in looking up the word, reading the definition as a group, verbalizing one’s interpretations, and 
explaining its form, meaning, or use to someone else, as Eddy did when he worked with Mary 
and Charlie on the meaning of ‘shortage’ (Excerpt 6, p.  ).  Moreover, the learners were able to 
transfer that knowledge from the external to the internal, as demonstrated in many instances in 
the conversations and follow-up activities.     

An important issue is that participation in the activities also became beneficial in 
developing other skills and strategies for language learning.  As mentioned earlier in this chapter, 
the participants acknowledged that by explaining ideas to each other, they were developing 
communication skills in English.  Furthermore, they activated linguistic knowledge, as well as 
metalinguistic and metacognitive strategies.  It was shown that even in the absence of an expert, 
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the learners were able to help each other through the use of strategies. The participants 
demonstrated that they had the potential to teach and to learn from others, creating explanations 
that the instructor herself would not have conceived of.  In completing the task, the learners were 
developed and modeled strategies that could be accessed later to learn other words.  In other 
words, participation in vocabulary-related group activities helps all learners to expand their 
knowledge, including linguistic and cognitive abilities.  The data also reflect that the learners 
controlled the learning process.  When discussing the words among themselves, participants 
completed the task in any way they found useful, from reading a dictionary definition to creating 
a sentence with the word.  They were able to choose how to develop knowledge about the words 
in a way that was meaningful to them.  

Another important issue is related to the interaction between participation in vocabulary-
related group activities and the follow-up activities.  It can be asserted that the combination of 
the two is also beneficial to the learners in that the number of exposure to the words increases as 
well as the variety of explanations of their form, meaning, and/or use).    It seems that both types 
of activities are needed to strengthen the L2 vocabulary learning process.  Thus, the findings of 
the present study also pertain to the issue of assessment as part of the learning process.  It is 
difficult to assess vocabulary learning given that each learner knows different words and 
different aspects of the words.  Therefore, the instructor designed a quiz for each learner.  One-
size-fits-all vocabulary tests are not appropriate to assess the development that each learner 
accomplishes.  In addition, as the instructor of the class, the researcher found that the use of oral 
assessments might be more appropriate in a classroom setting.  Having the index cards allowed 
the researcher to design assessment instruments that could directly address the words that 
participants discussed in class.  The instructor was able to capitalize on the opportunity to create 
assessment that was appropriate for the knowledge the learners had developed; pre-fabricated 
tests might not have been appropriate.   

Oral assessments are less threatening than a written test, they are of great instructional 
value because: (1) all learners are exposed to the words several times (words are recycled); (2) 
learners are encouraged to use words; (3) learners get recognition for explaining words and 
giving useful examples.  In Excerpt 16, for example, John was able to use the word ‘disobedient’ 
in a sentence, and he was forced to review the pronunciation and meaning.  However, the activity 
also benefited other students: Charlie reviewed the written form of the word (lines 221-222), 
while Eddy’s help in explaining the word was recognized by John (line 220) and Mary (line 231) 
in the group activity. 
 
 

 

 
 

Recommendations for Further Research 

 
 
Research on second language learning should continue to pay attention to interaction as a 

way of learning.  If competence and performance cannot be separated (Swain, 1997), researchers 
need to observe talk in real time.  Thus, research on learner interaction becomes the most 
appropriate way to study language learning. The value of SCT in studies on second language 
acquisition and instruction is clearly observable in the present study. In the data, the process of 
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L2 learning is observed as it occurs in interaction.  More specifically, in the area of L2 
vocabulary learning this study demonstrates the value of conducting research from a 
sociocultural perspective.  Extensive evidence was presented in Chapter 4, as the findings of the 
second research question were discussed.   And since this is a new approach in the study of L2 
vocabulary learning, further studies should be conducted in this area.  Since this study focused 
on classroom instruction, the recommendations are geared towards classroom settings. 

An issue that deserves attention is the role of participation.  SLA research should shift 
from an emphasis on input to an emphasis on participation, through which learning can be 
observed (Swain 2000).   As mentioned above, participation in the activities gave learners a 
chance to use language to explain to others or to demonstrate and verify understanding.   In this 
way, they improved their oral communication skills.  However, participation is a resource not 
only for L2 learning, but also for research in the area.  It was through conversation that learning 
was observable.  The findings of the present study suggest that research on L2 learning should 
turn attention to participation and production in conversation in order to look for evidence of 
development.  As mentioned above, in conversation learning became observable.   

Other issues that should receive more attention are Expert/Novice relationships in SLA 
and their impact on interaction, especially when roles shift back and forth and when all learners 
can be considered “novices”.  It would be interesting to explore in more depth the reciprocal 
nature of expertise and novicehood and how this affects the dynamics of interaction, not only in 
vocabulary activities, but also in other types of activities with different tasks and materials. 

As Ohta (2001) points out, CA is gaining recognition and wider use in the field. Both 
Markee (2000) and Ohta (2001) used CA in their studies of second language classrooms.  
Markee (2000) has articulated the arguments for the use of CA in SLA studies.  He claims that 
CA can make contributions to this field because it provides a method for studying in detail the 
ways in which students use talk as a tool to learn in a moment-by-moment basis, which, 
according to the author, is an area that has been largely ignored by researchers.  Conducting 
classroom research that focuses on group work and analysis of conversations among learners 
might be a valuable way of studying other issues in L2 learning in the classroom when studied 
with the tools of CA.   

Through a principled analysis of the conversation among learners it was possible to 
uncover a variety of mechanisms that learners used to learn vocabulary.  As Markee (2000) 
established, CA “is capable of identifying successful attempts to learn” (p.137).  Conversation 
analytic coding enabled an examination of the talk among participants, how they proceeded from 
one turn to the next, complementing each other’s ideas.  This analysis of the moment-by-moment 
interaction is a microgenetic analysis.  Other studies should be pursued to determine the 
application of this research tool in the specific areas of L2 vocabulary learning as well as other 
areas of second language learning.    

Inclusion of information about gestures in the transcripts proved very useful in 
determining ways of teaching new words (e.g. when gestures accompanied or substituted speech 
to provide a synonym) and accounting for learning (e.g. when gestures were used to demonstrate 
or verify understanding).  In this way, the present study contributes to the applications of CA to 
research on second language learning. Gestures are part of interaction and provide evidence of 
internalization.  Moreover, gestures enhance interaction in face-to-face communication and are 
relevant to the construction of knowledge and meaning.  It would be interesting to explore more 
in-depth the different gestures used by learners to construct meaning.  Another possibility would 
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be to discuss the use of gestures in learner-learner interaction based on the classification 
developed by Krauss, Chen, and Gottesman (2000): symbolic, deictic, motor, and lexical. 

Given the findings of the present study, it would be interesting to pursue this trend of 
research to expand the applications this study.  This study was limited to a reading class.  It 
would be interesting to explore word knowledge development in learner-learner interaction in 
other classes, i.e. listening, speaking, writing, and grammar classes.   The vocabulary in speaking 
and writing classes will be generated by the communicative needs of the learners, whereas the 
vocabulary in the rest of the classes depends on the materials utilized.  Thus, the dynamics of 
interaction might be different in vocabulary-related activities that are not based on a text.  

The study was also limited to intermediate learners.  Thus, another avenue for research is 
the study of learners at other proficiency levels.  Some of the misunderstandings were caused by 
the limited linguistic ability of the participants, which might not be an obstacle for advanced 
learners.  Additionally, the question of whether this technique could be used with foreign 
language learners should be researched.  It is also important to remember that the learners were 
not specifically instructed to complete the task.  Other groups of learner, such as the foreign 
language learners, might need more instruction.  The role and the need for instruction is another 
area that deserves further exploration. 

In the activities, learners concentrated on the meaning of words.  It would be interesting 
to explore other activities to promote vocabulary learning in the classroom, possibly to compare 
them with the ones conducted in this study and to find activities that force the learners to focus 
on the form or the use of words.  Using the word knowledge dimensions as a framework, 
researchers can create activities that direct attention to form and use, as well as meaning.  
Another possibility would be to ask learners to focus on all three aspects of word knowledge in 
their discussion. 

Regarding the research methods, the present study established the applications of CA in 
SLA research from a sociocultural perspective.  In this study, the technique was used to get at 
vocabulary learning in the classroom.  It might be used in studies of the development of other 
skills in group work in the classroom. A more quantitative approach might be to compare the 
effectiveness of the teacher-led versus a group-led vocabulary learning task, as measured by a 
pre-test – post-test design. 

Although it was not part of the research design, the researcher obtained some of the 
learners insights after participating in the study.  The comments and ideas learners discussed 
revealed interesting issues about their perspectives and their learning experience. The researcher 
recognizes that it would have been interesting to get a more profound look at the participants’ 
views through a survey or individual interviews, which constitutes another avenue for further 
research.  

Other research trends that can be pursued have to do with the type of vocabulary and the 
individual styles.  In future studies, researchers could explore the words that might be more 
easily explained, learned, or remembered.  Laufer (1990a, 1990b, 1990c) conducted studies of 
this type.  However, she focused on individual learners. The data reflected that learners had 
particular ways of going about building knowledge about words.  One possibility in the area of 
learner styles would be to examine the different strategies used by each participant and how they 
influence the other learners.  In a study conducted with the same group of learners, it would be 
interesting to determine if a strategy used by one learner is used by other in future activities, 
becoming a feature of the group.   
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Conclusion 

 
 
The present study established the importance of learner-learner interaction in L2 

vocabulary learning.  Nevertheless, it is important to remember that the study was conducted 
with a small group of highly motivated learners, who were academically oriented.  In different 
settings, this type of activity might take great effort on the part of the instructors in order to 
motivate learners.  They might need to emphasize the benefits of the activities. Through these 
activities learners take more responsibility for L2 vocabulary building and develop independent 
skills that will help them learn more words and improve their language skills.  In addition, the 
processing activated in the conversations cannot be activated in teacher –student interaction, in 
which student talk is lessened and in which learners might also be inhibited.   

Some instructors may argue that class discussion with the instructor or simple vocabulary 
lists for learners to memorize might take less time, and the learners might learn more words.  
However, they might not achieve deep levels of processing.  At the intermediate level, the 
learners need to shift from the simple superficial understanding and processing of words (mere 
definitions and translations) to in-depth processing, which requires fuller knowledge of words.  
The learners need knowledge that goes beyond the definition: they need to understand the 
meaning in connection to a context, the form, the function in order to get a better understanding 
of how to use the word in a sentence. They also need to understand the connection with other L2 
words.  This knowledge gained in the vocabulary-related group activities might enable learners 
to achieve deeper levels of processing when they need to retrieve words again for use.  In short, 
the learners need knowledge that they can apply beyond the text. As discussed in this chapter and 
demonstrated in the previous one, this level of development was fostered in vocabulary related 
group activities.   
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APPENDIX A 

 
Transcription Conventions 

 
These transcription conventions were adopted from Markee (2000, p. 167-168) 

 
 
Identity of Speakers 
 
 

 

T: teacher 

L1, L2 Learner 1, Learner 2  
 

Simultaneous Utterances 
 
 

 

L1:  //yes//   

L2:  //yeh// simultaneous, overlapping talk by two speakers 

L1:  //huh?//oh// I see//   

L2:  //what//   

  //I dont get it//   

L3:    simultaneous, overlapping talk by three (or more) speakers 

     
 
Contiguous Utterances 
 

 

= a) turn continues at the next identical symbol on the next line 

  b) if inserted at the end of one speaker's turn and the beginning of 
the next speaker's adjacent turn, it indicates that there is no gap at 
all between the two turns 

   
 
 

Intervals within and Between Utterances 
 

(+) (++) (1)  (+) = a pause of between .1 and .5 of a second; 

  (++) = a pause of between .6 and .9 of a second; 

  (1) (2) (3) = pauses of one, two or three seconds respectively. 
 
 
Characteristics of Speech Delivery

 
 

 

? rising intonation, not necessarily a question 
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! strong emphasis, with falling intonation 

yes. a period indicates falling (final) intonation 

so, a comma indicates low-rising intonation suggesting continuation 

go:::d  one or more colons indicate lengthening of the preceding sound; each 
additional colon represents a lengthening of one beat 

no-  a hyphen indicates an abrupt cut-off, with level pitch 

because underlined type indicates marked stress 

SYLVIA capitals indicate increased volume 

°the next thingº degree sign indicates decreased volume 

<hhh> in-drawn breath 

hhh exhaled breath 

(hhh) laughter tokens  
 
Commentary in the Transcript 
 
 

 

((coughs)) comment about actions noted in the transcript, including non-verbal actions 

   

((unintelligible)) indicates a stretch of talk that is unintelligible to the analyst 

. . . . (radio)  single parentheses indicate unclear or probable item 

  
 
 Other Transcript Symbols 
 
 

 

T: indicates talk by the Teacher 

(NM: Class 1, Group 1) Initials after an excerpt identify the source 

  of the transcript being quoted 
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APPENDIX B 

 

HUMAN SUBJECTS APPROVAL LETTER 

 

 

Florida State 
UNIVERSITY 

Office of the Vice President For Research 
Tallahassee, Florida 32306-2763 (850) 644-
8673 � FAX (850) 644-4392 

APPROVAL MEMORANDUM 
Human Subjects Committee 

Date: 5/21/2003 
Maria B Mendoza  

MC 4170 
Dept: Middle and Secondary Education    

From: David Quadagno, Chairperson  

Re:   Use of Human Subjects in Research 
Collaborative construction of word knowledge among adult ESL learners 

The forms that you submitted to this office in regard to the use of human subjects in the proposal 
referenced above have been reviewed by the Secretary, the Chair, and two members of the Human 
Subjects Committee. Your project is determined to be exempt per 45 CFR § 46.101(b) 2 and has been 
approved by an accelerated review process. 

The Human Subjects Committee has not evaluated your proposal for scientific merit, except to 

weigh the risk to the human participants and the aspects of the proposal related to potential risk 

and benefit. This approval does not replace any departmental or other approvals, which may be 

required. 

If the project has not been completed by 5/20/2004 you must request renewed approval for continuation 
of the project. 
You are advised that any change in protocol in this project must be approved by resubmission of the 
project to the Committee for approval. Also, the principal investigator must promptly report, in writing, 
any unexpected problems causing risks to research subjects or others. 
By copy of this memorandum, the chairman of your department and/or your major professor is reminded 
that he/she is responsible for being informed concerning research projects involving human subjects in the 
department, and should review protocols of such investigations as often as needed to insure that the 
project is being conducted in compliance with our institution and with DHHS regulations. 
This institution has an Assurance on file with the Office for Protection from Research Risks. The 
Assurance NumberislRB00000446. 
Cc: Dr Elizabeth Platt 
HSC No. 2003.222 
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APPENDIX C 

 

Letter of Consent 

 
 
Dear CIES student: 

 
I am a graduate student under the direction of Dr. Elizabeth Platt in the Department of Middle 
and Secondary Education of the College of Education at Florida State University.  I am doing a 

research study about vocabulary learning in the ESL classroom and I would like you to take part 
in this study.   
 

The study will be done in your classroom.  I will place video cameras and tape recorders in 
some reading classes to study the process of learning new words.  You will participate in 
regular class activities.  The only variation is that the video cameras will be in the classroom.   
 

You do not have to take part in this study if you do not want to and you can quit at any time.  
In that case, your data will not be used in the study. If you choose not to participate or to stop 
at any time, there will be no penalty (it will not affect your grade).  The results of this study 

may be published, but your name will not be used.   
 
There are no risks that I can foresee or anything that will make you uncomfortable if you agree 
to participate in this study. The benefits of participating in the study will be that the videotaped 

conversations will be shown at the end of the session to help you identify effective vocabulary 
learning strategies.  In addition, you will be giving researchers and educators valuable 
information on how ESL teachers can improve vocabulary instruction in the ESL classroom.   

 
If you have any questions concerning the study, please call me at 644-4797 or email me at 
mmendoza@cpd.fsu.edu.  You may reach Dr. Elizabeth Platt at 6444-1989 or by email 
(eplatt@garnet.acns.fsu.edu). 

 
 
Sincerely,  

 
 

Maria Beatriz Mendoza 

I agree to participate in this study.  I understand that I will be tape recorded and videotaped by 
the researcher. These tapes will be kept by the researcher in a locked filing cabinet. I 

understand that only the researcher will have access to these tapes and that they will be 
destroyed by August 31, 2013.  

 

__________________________  (signature) __________________________ (date) 
Name 
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